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ABSTRACT

Finding adoptive homes for children in continuing custody of child welfare
.authorities is a significant problem in child welfare. Previous research in this
area highlights systemic barriers as the chief impedimenf to achieving
' pernﬁanency for children in care. Recruiting and retaining families figures - '
prominently in the discourse. |
| This study explores barriers to adoption of children in the-care of the

Ministry of Children and Family Develdpment in British Qolumbia from the
perspective of a‘doptive applicant parents and from the perspective of social
workers who work in adoption.

Results confirm that barriers to adoption of children in care exist. Sociai'
workers and adoptive épplicants who participated in the study agreed that the
recruitment and retention of families and resource issues are central to
addressing the problem of waiting children. Théy further agreed that
improvements in the‘adoption system in British Columbia are necessary to

facilitate the movement of children from government care into permanent

families. ‘ ' o
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INTRODUCTION

Family has been long recognized as the préferred environmyent for raisihg
children, and adoptioh an important family form for children who cannot be raised
by their biological'families. Despite the social énd emotional risks associated with
prolonged periods in foster care (Orme & Buehler,‘2001 ), it is estimated that
there are over 22,000 children in Canada wh‘o are in the contin'uing custody of
child welfarevauthorities (Scarth, 2004). Speirs, Duder, Grove and Sullivan
(2003') reported that in recent.'years only 10% of childrén in conﬁnuing custody
were adopted every year. Scarth (2004) reports t_hét the percentage of children
find'ing permanent homes continues to drop, and in 2002 only 7% were adopted.
The problem is compounded by the fact that thesé children already have, or afe
_ at risk to develop, a myriad of emotional and behavioral problems‘(Ar'nbert, 2003;
Orme & Buehler, 2001). It is also thought that }foster care itself may pose a risk to
some children, although the link is not well established nor the causal direction
clear. |

The failure to find permanent homes for the remaining 20,000 plus, often
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referred to as Canada’s “waiting children”, poses one of the greatest challenges
facing child welfare today. Previous research in this area identifies the existence
of barriers that impede the movement of waiting children into adoptive homes.

This qualitative research project endeavored to explore the views of prospective

adoptive parents, adoptive parents, and social workers about barriers that

prevent some children from finding a permanent family through adoption.




PERSONAL INTEREST

- My interest in this réseafch tdpic ériées out of 14 years of prOfeséionaI'
involvement in the field of adoption. Cvurrently, | am a social worker working for a
British Cdlumbia licensed adoption agency. My ;A),rimary responsibilities _include
._prOQram management for adoptions from Asia, coordinéting general services to

adbptiVe pafents and supervision of agency social Workers. | also provide some
direct services to birth parents énd adoptive families. Prior to the advent of |
Iicehsed égencies in British Columlbia in 1996, | worked in the adoption reunion
program area. | | |
As a professional who works in the field of adoption, | th.ink it is important
| to explore the reasons why so many children wait for families. In addition tomy .
involvement with clients of theégeﬁcy for which | Work, | have almost daily
contact with other British Columbia families seeking information about adopting a
:child.' The options available to them ihélude the adoption of a child placed for
adoption at birth by the birth parent(s), the adoptibn of a child in care of the
‘ Miniétry of Children and Family DeveIQprhent, or the adoption of a child from a
country ot‘her than Canada. In -discussing options with andv for a parﬁcular family,
many dismiss the option of adopting a child in care of the Ministry of Children and
Family Development, sometimes as a result of information received from the
Ministry or Ministry sources, and sometimes as a result of anecdotal information
they received in discussions with others.

Many of these families join the ranks of Canadians who adopt an average |

of 2,000 children from other countries every year (Adoption Council of Canada,




2005). Logically these familieé_are a pqtential_res'ource_for children in Cénada

- who are in need .of permanent homes. When considering the issue of Canadia_ns
‘choosing to adopt children from other countries while theré éfe SO maﬁy
Canadian childfen available forvadoptionvin Canada, the }broader’ issue of Waiting
childreﬁ afose. Why do we do such a poor jqb ‘of achievihg permanency fdr these
children? What are the perceptions of social workers about barriers to the
adoption for children in their care? What are the perceptions of families who havé
adbpted, or 'are interested in adopting waiting children about barriers tb édoption

for children in care?



CHAPTER ONE: LITERATURE REVIEW

DECLINE IN DOMESTIC ADOPTION |
There is a growing body of literature chrohicling the decline of interest in
| adoptio.n aé a falmily form iﬁ general. In both Canada and the US the ovérall
vn“umbers of adoptions décreased in the decades between 1970 and 1990 (Barth,
1994; Sobol & Daly, 1994). This decline is partially explained by the‘fact that
féwer infants are .avaiAIabIe for adobtion, resulting from wider availability of birth
control,.abo‘rtion and _so.cial acCeptaﬁce of single parenthood. However, the |
.declihe in infant adoptions was also accqmpahied by a decrease in the number
of _adobtions of older, harder td place children. The deérease in adoptions of
older, harder to place children may be partially e)'(p'lained by a tre‘nd to the use of
private practitioners and agencies, instead of public agencies, noted by Sobél ‘
and Daly (1994) because older, h}ard.er to place children are usually in the care of
| public agencies. It is worthy of nofe thét the trend to use private agencies for
infant adoptioﬁ was, at a mivnimum, tacitly en‘couréged by gévernments who
inténded to focus resources on oldér_ harder to place children. |
Other explanations for the decline in adoption rates appear to stem from
the view that adoption is a less Iegitimate form of family a‘nd that adoption
outcomes are not faVorabIe. March and Miall (2000) note that adoption is a family
form in transition, due in part to changes in the profiles of adopted children

(increased rates of intercountry and interracial adoption, and special needs



adoption) and changes in the family (higher rates of single parehthood, géy-
lesbian adoption, and step pa}ent adoption). |

Ambert (2003) contends that there is a negative social construction of
. adoption due ih part to'the uniqUe needs of adoptive families, and in part due to a
cultura‘l bias that suggests biood ties are thé preferred fafhily form. This idea is
entrenched in historical records of Jewish law, which clearly show that both legal
and family relationships with adopted children were not considéred equél to
relationships with biological children. Another exam}ple_of the perceivevd
superiority-of blood ties exists in Islamic law prohibiting adoption (Pollack, Bleich,
Reid', Jr, & Fasal, 2004_). Dorrow (2002) writes_ eloquently about unwanted
Chinese girls, rendered desirable th;ough adoptiqn by fifst world citizens. In her - |
analysis of the social, bpolitical and economic milieu of adoption she hotes the
unjust and undeserved burdens both children and farﬁilies endure as‘_a result of
. naturalized ideas of belonging. Wegar (2000) concurs with these. writers and
adds that adoption practitionei;s are part of the problem. Shé states that, “not bnly
have adoption practitionérs continued to approach adoption from a psycho-
pathologi_cal deficiency perspective, but they}have also failed‘to recognize the
impact of Social stigmatization on adoptive family' life” (p. 367). March and Miall
(2000) agree. Although tHere have been significant strides in our understanding
and knowlédge about adoption, we still place adoptive families within the context

of child welfare services, designating them as special cases in need of help.

In-addition, the acadefnic field also eschews the topic of adoption. Fisher

(2003) used content analysis to examine 37 college-level-textbooks and readers
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in the sociology of the family published.between 1998 and 2001. He concluded -

. that adoption is a marginal topic in college-level texts and anthologies of the

family. Seven of the texts made no mention of adoption at all, and of the 30 that

did menti.on adoption, less than 1% of text space was devoted prirharily to the

" topic. Moréovér: the coverage of the topic “stressed the potential probléms of -
v édoption twice as often as its probable successes and rewards” (p.154). These

* included but were not limited to: behavioural and psychological problems among

adoptees, restrictions on who can adopt, unavailability of healthy children, high

costs, Iégal problems, adoption stigma, ideological and ethical problems, long

‘waits, damage to the child in the past, excessive bureaucracy, and racial and

" ethnic barriers.

INCREASE IN INTERCOUNTRY ADOPTION

Paradoxically, while overall numbers of adoptions in Canada decreased,

the number of Canadians adopting from other countries increased, although they

have remained steady for the past ten years (Adoption Council of Canada, 2005).
However in British CoIUmbia, intercountry adoptions continued to increase until
2002 when 262 children from other countries were adopted by residents of B.C.,
an increase of 80% over the 146 children adopted from other countries in. |
1997(Ministry of Children and Family Development, 2003). Recent staﬁstics
(Adoption Council of Canada, 2005) shéw intercountry adoptiohs leveling off in
B.C. as well, with only 227 intercountry adoptions occurring in 2004.

Anecdotal evidence suggests a commonly held belief that the primary

reason that people turn to intercountry adoption is that they believe they have a




greater change of adopting a healthy chi.ld from another country than they do
- adopting e child tn the permenent care of a child welfare authority. My experi_ence
‘leads me to suggest that this is true for mavny. It has been squeSte’d that another |
reason famlhes choose mtercountry adoption |s to avoid contact or involvement
with the child’s birth family (R. Sullivan, personal communication Apr|I 2004)

- although this is a topic that has not been well researched. Other reasons for the
~ choice of intercountry adoption have been put forward. Grand (2001) COntends

that intercountry adoption is pursued mainly becaltse it is proving to be the most

" expeditious way to find a child. A survey conducted by Ipsos- Reid for ‘the Dave
ThOmes Foundation fot' Adoption (2004) supports this view. In a suvrve.y of 1,556
Canadtan adults, 49% (on an unaided basis) _cited l“f'aster” and “easier” when |
asked to'eompare Intercountry adoptions with ad.options in Canada.
Hollingsworth (2003) offers that for some, intercountry adoption is en act of social
justice. She states that some families WOnId rather reach out to a.child in need of
a home, rather )than compete fer the small number ef infants evailable locally; -
some see intercountry adoption as a way of }s‘olving'the problems of child poverty
and institutionalization, end a way ofvcalling attention to these issues; and some
want to provide an opportunity for traumatized children to grow up in a nurturing
environment. |

While there may be some validity to these Iines of reasoning, closer ’

examination must lead us to consider why these families are rejecting the choice

of adopting a child waiting for a permanent home in Canada. First, there is a

Iarge body of literature that speaks to the “special needs” associated with




intercountry adoption, ineluding health and developmental issues (Edelsward,

_ 2005;'Judge, 2003; Speirs, Duder, Grove, & Sullivan, 2003; Johnson, 2000); in
addition, many of the children available for adoption in Canada are free for
adoption 'and could be placed expeditiously if there were families Waiting for

them; and finélly, the waitingvvchildren in Canada are no less in need of hurturing

~families. The answer, at least in part, lies elsewhere.

EXISTING RESEARCH ON WAITING CHILDREN

The problem 'of waiting children then seems to ‘s'vtem from, or at least is
exacerbated by, a decrease in:the overall number of adoptions, and the move
‘towards intercountry adoption._However, the causal relationships are net clear
| and research in the area is not plentiful. Canadian research, in particular, is
notably scarce. Horner '(2000') states that the field ef adoption is a difficult area in
which to conduct research, in part because it is difficult to isolate variables that
can be attributed solely to adopﬁon,,and in part because adoption does not get
the attention it_desefves, given the seriousness of the issues and the amount of
public resources devoted to children in care. His latter observation is in keeping
with othef writing on adoption.

Katz (2005) and Aiken (1995) speak to the high costs to society when
permanency for children is not aehieved, and call for Changes in public child
welfare agencies t.hat will increase adoptions of waiting children. Katz focuses on
the recruitment and retention of adoptive apphcants and Aiken advocates for

streamllnlng of court and ch||d welfare processes. In the scant body of literature

on the topic, three themes emerge as explanations for the large, and growing,




number of children in care who.do not get adbpted. The dominant theme is that
| systemic barriers to adoption are respon3|ble for preventing children from
growing up in permanent families (Katz, 2005; Scarth, 2004 Spiers Duder
Grove, & Suilivan, 2003; Grand 20()1; Speirs, Duder, Carin, LaCFOIX & Mayhew,
1 999';-Aitken, 1995). Other themes that emerge highlight.the profiles of the |
childrén themsélves (Scarth, 2004; Grand, 2QO1; Hobbs, Hobbs, & Wynne, 2000;
'A\'/ery,.1997)'; and the lack of suitable adoptive families (Katz, 2005; Avery,
1999). | |

Only five of theae writers reached their conclusions through their own |
reaeaich studies. The'others evidently drew their conclusions from personal and
professional experience and other writing and resaafch in the child we|fara
arena. Aitken (1995), a Canadian writer from Ontario, names resource
. constraints ari»d legislative impediments as significant barriers to aciiieving'
permahence for children. Another Canadian writer, Grand (2061), identifies
sacial workers’ attitud‘es asa pbtential barrier to the adoption 6f older childre.ri,‘
citing an attitude -amongat Workers that OIder chiiciren are poor candidates for‘
adoption becalise their age precludes'the possibility of succassful attachment to
the adoptive parents. Four of the five research projects noted are quantitative
studies. The fifth ‘has‘ both‘ a qualitative and a quantitative component. Three
dealt with Canada’s waiting children and two dealt witii ba.rriers to adoptioh in the
United States. | | |

Avery (1997) looked at a group of 77 children in the care of New York

State who were available for adoption. Using in depth case file analysis and
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questionhaires completed by the children’s case workers, she concluded that

. lack.of success in adoptive placement is more likely to be related to factors such
as inadequate adoptive parent retention and preparation, lack of success in
establishing realistic expectatibns regardi‘ng the adoptive relationship and the
demands it plécés on the farhily, or factors such as inadequate post placement
Servicés and subports prior to legalization. Notably, caseworkers felt the

| characteriétics of the child were the primary obstaélé to placement for these
children, and mahy believed the children were unadoptable. These éam'e workers
felt that a child’s chances of béing adopted might increase if there were more
support and additional resources for adoptive families. The limitation of this study

is ‘that 'it looked at only those children who had waited the longest for an adoptive
family — probably resulting in a s_amble of children in the system that had the
highest levels of s-,pecial' needs, rather than a sémple that was representative of
all children available.for adoption; |

Speirs, Duder, Carin, Lacroix and Méyhew (1999) reported on a -pilot

project involvihg the implementation of permanency plannihg committees for
thldren in care in Ontario. They concluded that such programs can work to help
children achieve permanence, and When they do not work, resource issues are
the crux oflthe problem. The authors point to a number of methodological
weaknesses in the study; nonethe.less other resear_chers‘i'n the field support their
findings. |

' Two other Canadian studies used surveys conducted by the Adoption

Council of Canada as data. Grove (2001) reported on two surveys conducted by
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the Council which co‘ncluded that workers’ attitudés and'systemic problems in

| Canada’s.public adoption system are the greatest barriefs to an adoption
'placémént for child,ren in care. While specific barriers such as lack of résources,
and Iegislative fmpediments are identified, these studies.are limited by the fact
that thé samples sizes Wer_e small, and participants were éelf selected. Thé first
survey sample was drawn from a group of people who ‘had respohded toa
pUincity campaign about waiting ghildren, and may not be repfesentativé of all
'prospéctive adoptive parents. The second survey sample is deséribed as mainly -
professionals, but does not sti}pulate how the sample was selected. In neither
caée Was the methodology used to ahéiyze the data articulated. |

| Spiers, Duder, Grove, and Sullivan (2003)‘analyzed the data ~from the first

survey colnducted' by the Adoption Council of Canada and found .thatr the families
who responded did not fit the stereotypical profile of families approéching '
adoptibn, i.e., families who are only interésted in adopting a. healthy infant. In
cdntrast, they found that these families would consider older children and
children with a range of special needs. They concluded that the barriers td
adoption lay not in profiles of the children themselves, but in the agencies
resbonsible for placing them. They augmented the data by conducting a focus
group and distributing a questionnaire at an adoption conference. Triangulating
these data, they concluded that systémic barriers are Hindering many children

from finding permanent homes. These barriers include resource constraints and

funding issues, the high priority given to child protection over adoption,’poor
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collaboration bétWeen thé private and public systém and the inadequacy of post
adoption supports.

The latest, and largest to date, study examining barriers to adoption for
children in.the care of chi[d welfare agencies in the United States Was conducted
by Jeff Katz andl colleagues from Harvard and the Urban Institute (2005). These
researchers use daté from muitiple sources (interviews, focus groups _arid a
' national survey of state adoption agencies) to document general interest in

adoption of children from foster care; the charactefistics of adoptive‘applicant\s

and the> children they adopt; the experiences of adoptive applicants with the -v

pfocess of édoptio_n; and factors that influence whether or not adoptive applicants
‘ re_ceive a placemen‘t. They conclu_ded that efforts fo increase the numbers of

children adopted from foster care must focus on improving recruitment of

adoptive families as well as improving elements of the adoption process.

SUMMARY

In summary, .aII of these researchers agree that systemic barriers are the
chief impediment to achieving permanency for children in care. Additional

research is needed to analyze these barriers with a view to breaking them down

and\or removing them.
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CHAPTER TWO: THEORY

V-SO'CIO-YPOLITI_CAL CONTEXT QF ADOPTION |

From a theoretical perspective the problem of waiting children can be
linked to the socio-political milieu of the latter part of the Iést century. Two |
significant shifts in adoption occurred betWeen 1970 and 1‘990,‘a period Harvey
(1990) describes as the end of the Fordist-Keynesién period and‘ begir_ming of
post modernism. The first shift was a decline in overall numbers of adoptio‘ns and
the second was the proliferatidn of priVate practitioners and private ad.option
agenc‘ie‘s. Socio-political and personalltrans'formation associated with the era
_.resullted in wider availability of birth control and aborﬁon, and in increased social
acceptance of single parenthood. All contribufed to decreased numbers of infants
available for adoption. At the same time, yvomén who were placing their children
for adoption were demanding a stronger voice in the adoption process and the
" cohort of potential adoptive pérén{s-Was growing. Women were deléying h_a'ving
Childfen until they were established in their éareers and many found that they had
waited too long. As a result, the cohort of potential adoptive parents was older,
educated and more often econdmically édvantaged (Sobol & Daly 1994). They
too demanded a greater voice in the adoption process. In an é.ra of
decentralizatioh, deregulation, and privatization, private practitioners and |
agencies found a niche for their services.

Unfortunately, both trends contributed to the commodification of children.

Herrmann and Kasper (2002) note: “throughout history, they (children) have been
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boﬁght, sold and traded ét the whim of adults” (p.46). Markét model assumptions
~are in_tegral to the shift from publicly funded to private agencies and supply and
demand ecohomics govern adoption sewices in the private sector. The demand |
for healthy infants far Qutstrips the supply and the proliferation of I.htercountry
adoptio'n can be' critiqgued as an attempt to correctvthe_supply and demand
‘problem. |

Internatibnal adop’tion is also a striking example of late capitaiism, a
fundamental movement related to technological develo‘pment that eipands
capital vinto previously uncommodified areas o‘fv the globe (Jameson, 2000).

}Technologicval advances brought the plight of children in third world countries into
the living rooms of firsi world citizens — a phenomenon that dovetailed with the
shrinking supply of infants domestically and the proliferation of private agencies
ready and able to meet client demand for services needed to facilitate _adoptions
frqm abroad.

The welfare state as a remedy for or instrument of capitalism can also be -
critiéized for processing children as commodities. Although ado_pﬁon eliminates
the cost of maintainiﬁg a child in foster care, cost saving benefits are not dpenly
acknowledged and reducing the numbers of children in permanent government

'care (by increasing adoptions) is often promoted as a sign of goyernmehts’
commitment to children and families. In addition, ‘market place tactics are often -
used to profile children. |

Adoption fairs and photo website listings are two recent examples of ways |

in which children are marketed to prospective families. Discourse of the ethics of
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these approaches rests their justification on “the best mterests of the chrlct"
| concept often mcorporated into statements of Ieglslatlve pr|nC|pIe from. the 1970 s
~‘onward. The phrase stood as a mark of a paradigm shift that mtegrate_d
developmental .considerations into social policy and ser\red asa precursor to the
discourse on children’s rights by forcing professionals to .consider a child’s sense
of time in decisions affecting children (Swift, 1995). Goldstein, Freud and Solnit
‘(1'973,' 1979) examined the issue of separating children from family and.
-emphasized the importance of the psychological parent, concludtng that
psychologlcal parents could replace biological parents Their work was hlghly
mfluentlal in the child welfare arena, glvmg rise to the concept of permanency
plannlng. When children are removed from blolog|oa| parents, decisions about -
their futUre should be made as quickly as,possible in order to allow children to
establish continuity with new families. | |

Although permanency plannlng is now central to the way child welfare |
workers and the courts view decrsronsv about children, Smith (1995) contends that
aotual practice does not necessarily reflect ,these. beliefs.\ Adoption is often gi\ren
Iow priority in child welfare services and is p.oorly resourced to deliver the N
sometimes controversial programs intended to achieve permanency (Soarth,
2004; Horner, 2000; Aiken, 1995). |

| Proponenté of promoting individual children as candidates for_ adop'tion in
public forums believe the end justifies the means but detractors decry the
commooification of children and their potential exposure to predators when they

are advertised in the media or through the Internet. The rationalization of “any
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means” to achievé a permanent home for a child is a clear example of aésthetics
over ethics, a cdncept Harvey (1990) associates with postmodernism. |
The “best interests of the child” has also been used to rationalize the

invalidation of éhildren rights rather than establishing thém as cléims makérs.
This is evidenced in particular in the plight of Aboriginal éhildren. Aboriginél,
peoples make up four to five percent of‘ the population but a disproportibnate
number of Aboriginal children are in permanent goverinment.ca.re (Scarth, 2004,
Crichlow, 2003). While an in depth discussion of the devastation .wroug_ht_ by
colonization is beyond‘ the sco‘pe of this paper, Crichlow sums it up in the
followi‘ng quote: | | |

~ The child welfare system is an excellent exarriple of where Canada
continue's. to fail Aboriginal people. This system is one that reflects white
dominant mainstream ideals and has historicélly been used on Abofiginal '
.peoples in ways that conflict or are inconéistent with Aboriginal people’s values |

and traditions (p.91).

Arhitage (1996) agrees and contends that the policies and ,provisidns of
the welfare state have features that contribute to institutional racism in Canada.
He identifies: residential schools as an example. Crichlow (2003) identifies the
adoption of Aboriginal children into white families as another. Recognition‘ of
historic and prese‘nt injustices to Aboriginal children is essential to the
enshrinement of a child's cultural, racial, linguistic and religioUs heritage as

components of a child’s best interests. However, without addressing the

“continued states of underdevelopment, a devastating culture of poverty, and a
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marginal underclass” in a‘boriginal comfnunities (C'richlow, 2003 p.91), the
moratorium on thé adoption of Aboriginal children by non Aboriginal families also
fails them by denying them the right to‘grbw_up in a family.
Additionally, the shrinkihg welfére state and the rise of a cohservative
' agendé in the'1§8.0’s created tension between social responsibility for the
‘d'evelopment of children and conservative .idea‘ls of least state intrusion into
| family matters. This was éccompanie'd by economic change and uncértainty that
precipitated a growing demand for state intervention. Child welfare authorities
were caught in a dilemma. Governménts targeted social welfare in their bid to
.deal with riéing deficits because, as Armitage (1997) expl_ains, in most economic
Iiteratu’re social welfare constitutes a “burden on economic processes, an item of
unproductive expense the economy has to sustain” (p.34). At the same time,
increasing numbers of families were coming to the attention of child Welfare
authorities as a result of the shrinking public safety net. The association be_fween
the two is well documented in the 'Iiterature.(Speirs, Duder, Carin, Lacroix, &
Mayhew, 1999). Decreased social spending results in increased numbers of
th|dren in care. Many of them are the children of single parents, as this group is
the most likely to live in poverty‘and .come to the attention of child welfare
authorities (Swift, 1995).
Thus the stage was set for ever increasing numbers of children in care

and an increased need for permanent homes for them. In order- to find

explanations for the failure to find permanent homes for these children, it is

necessary to look to more specific theoretical models.
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SYSTEMS THEORY

Systéms t.heory-in particular offers a useful framework for examining the.‘
problem of waiting children in the context of adoptfon énd ‘brovader child welfare
services. Withi.n this framework problems are seen “as émbeddéd in a larger
contexf which shapes aﬁd maintains them” (Rébards & Gillespi_e, 2000 p.5'62).
C.ontributing factors are interrelated and reciprocal, not isolated. They need to be
'understood in termé of their interaction. A basic tenet of systems theory is that a
unit or system is made up of funcﬁonally related elements (Scott; 1995) and there
 isa high degree of organizatioh, interdependence and interaction among

mémbe’rs or elements of a system (Glreene, 1999). Each system is itéelf a
subsystem of a larger system and each element of a syétem is a system in and
| of itself. In these conteth, children, families, and adoption\guardianship social
- workers are the fuhctionally related elements and subsystems of adoptidn -
services as a subsystem of larger child welfaré systems. In turnA, fhese child
welfare systems exist as elements of another subsystem of ‘prbvincial
governments that also includes the _provincial legal \court system.

Systems theory’s emphasis on the interdependence and interaction
| among systems components and its interest in what makes social systems

adaptive and maladaptive (Greene, 1999) lend to its usefulness when

considering barriers to adoption. Another relevant principle of syStems theory
pertinent to barriers to adoption is that the usefulness of any element in é systemh '
is measured by its contribution to maintaining the system. The number of

children legally free for adoption ensures that there are always enough children

in the system, but the value of sufficient families to maintain the system is
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| incalculable because the_re are never e.nough families to adopt all of the children
- needing perm_anent homes. |

Borgatta and Montgomery (2000) contend that in addition to the concept |

of interreiatedness, systems theory implies the operation of controi as a system

" maintenance rnechanism in that norms governing a system always include a set
- of values or objectives that may or may not be explicit. Discrepancies between

| .objectives of a su.bsystenﬁ and those of the larger system — in organ'izations
characterized by a difference between goals of individual departments and those
of the Iarger organizaticn — all seem to demonstrate the idea that the system'
objectives are more important than that of its subsystems.

‘This idea is central td the problern of waiting children. While a permanent
home for every child in the continuing custody of child welfare authcrities is the
stated éoal, the reality is that child protection and the day-to-day demands of
guardianship for children in care dominate that system and take precedence over
adoption. Resource constraints figure prorninently in this discourse.

In British Columbia, the death of Matthew Vaudreuil and the subsequent"
release of the Gove Report in 1995 resulted in the refocusing of child welfare
services to a more child-centered annroach as oppo'sed to a family centered
approach. The unintended consequence of this philcsophical shift was a sharp
increase in the already burgeoning number of children in the care of the Ministry
. of Children and Family Development. In addition, anecdotal evidence suggests

" that the proliferation of drug and alcohol misuse in society meant that mcre .

children who were coming to the attention of the Ministry were compromised by




20

prenatal exposure. These children 'exhib_it'ed a complex range of developmental,
- cognitive and behavioural problems, making it all the more difficult to meet the_ir
needs in placement.

In additibn, the néw Child and Family Services Adt of 1995 and the}
Adoptibn Act of 19‘96 demanded significant changes in c.h-ild protection,
guardianship and adoption. In keeping with the tenets of éystem fheory, all parts
of the system were affected and the task at hand was the reesfablishment of
equ_ilibrium, not an inconsiderable feat. |

Attention is limited to adoption services without losing sight of these
intéra_ét'ing with the larger system and other subsystems. The Adoptioﬁ
Edﬁcation Program (AEP) is an example of the impact of a change affecting the |
system. Advances in adoption knowledge led to a legislated requirement, under
the Adoptipn Act, for a formal education component as part .of the épbroval
process for prospective adopters. The content posed no prdblem}but delivering
the program proved difficult. The design of the program requires professional
facilitation for relatively small groups. In addition, scheduling con_st'ra'ints due fo
the work sched‘ules of prospective adopters mean the program needs to be
offered primarily on weekends or evenings, outside the normal work hours of
adoption workers. As a reéult, the program is not always availéble when
prospective adopters are ready to stért the process. The home étudy ifself cannot
start until the AEP is completed, and this in turn affects the pool of approved
families at any given point in time. At all levels of the system, interactions have

immediate and ripple effects.
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SYMBOLIC INTERACTION

Studying the interactions _betweén humans through the lens of other
theories thaf complement systems theory leads to a more complete
understahding'of the system because, from that perspective,'béhaviour is the
producf of 'th‘e‘d)'/namic interaction among those who comprise a systerﬁ. One
'such theory is symboljc interaction, a mid Ievél fheory that is useful in linking
" micro and macro social processes (Borgétta & Montgomery, 2000).

Symbolic interaction considersv'the.person’s social environmént and the
reciproéal nature of tﬁe'relationships with others in that ehvironmént. Integral to
the theory ié the notién that it is the envirbnment as it is interpreted that is the

context, shaper and object of action and }inter‘actior.l. It shares elements with
communications theory, offering a Way of fhinking in an o'rgan'ized integrated way
about the reciproéal nature of‘meaning making. Symbolic Interaction |
“emphasizes communicatioh, its development, Iimitations, distortions,'

" significance, content, and symbolic nature.’.’ (Ephross & Greene, 1991 p. 204).
One of the tenets of symbolic interéc_tion theory is t_hat people form a self-concept
based,on'_‘ what théy perceive others tell them about 'themselves or what they
think others are communicating about them. They make meaning of their
interactions with others _baséd on these perceptions and interpretations and in

turn are influenced to act, based on those meanings.

COGNITIVE THEORY

At a micro level, cognitive theory with its emphasis on the effect of

perception of the environment on learning and behaviour (Vourlekis, 1999) is
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also relevant to discourse and decision m‘aking in'the adoption arena. A person
~ actively and continuously constructs knowledge and meaning from e'xperience‘
and his or her own cognitive capacities and knowlédge. Behaviour is a response

. to those me'anihgs, whether the thoughts and feelings are conscious or |
unconscious. The causal relatioﬁship between thoUghts, feeling and beha\)iour is
. reciprocal with é-change in bne inﬂuenéing the others. Thus, how a pe_rSon
 thinks, feels or perceives influences behaviour and behaviour influences how one
thinks, feels and perceives. |

The interplay of these theories is evident in the |itefature regarding waiting
children in so far as much of the research on waiting children highlighfs'
perception: perceptions about the children who are’ available for adoption,
perceptiohs about families available to adopt, and perbeptions about the process.
These perceptions'are sometimes closely held beliefs that shape pféctice,'
regardiess of how well they reflect reality.' |

Perceptions about waitihg children are rooted in the “spécial needs” label
attached to them. The vast majority of children in the care of child welfare
éuthoriﬁes havé a plethora of challenges related to their prenatal or early Iifé
experiences — challenges that must be recognized an'd considered when
plénning for them. The term ‘_‘special needs” came .into popular use to describe
thése considerations. Unfortunately, over time the term became an image of the
child, an act of labeling'a'nd stigmatization (Scott, 1995)..

When professionals, and those privy to their language and meanings, use

the term “special needs” they refer to the care requirements of a particular child.
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To those outside of that system that is not necessérily the case. In a Derridian

- sense, we know things only by what they are not (Harvey, 1990) and when used

as a label, “special needs” has come to mean “not normal’”.

Perceptions ébo_ut families available to adopt are rooted in beliefs about

- the cha'racieristi'cs' of the children they are willing to adopt. The prevaieht notion
- is that famiiies want to adopt predominantly healthy young children. Although

" research consistently derhonstrates that there are families willing to adopt older

children, who necessarily come with ‘;special placement needs” due to previous
life experiences and influences, a common refrain is the shortage of families to
adopt waitirig children. From a cognitive point of view, hqw did this come to be
kn.own. as a truth in adoption? W‘hat influehce does it have on how families are

recruited or on how initial inquiries into adoption are handled?

Perceptions about the availability of families are also partly rooted in

Bandura’s social learning theory, as are perceptions about the process. This

theory suggests that individuals learn not only from the consequences Qf their
own behaviour but also from observing the consequences of others’ behaviour.
Qbserving arid coding an event influences future behaviour. The central element
is the idea of self-efficacy or compeience. Expectations of self—efficacy stem
from diverse sources of infermation including judgments of past performance and
previous responses of others. These judgments of efficacy in turn affect the

outcomes of situations and thereby confirm or modify existing cognitive

structures (Ebhross & Greene, 1991).
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The literature suggesté that familie‘s find it is faster and easier to adOpt
- from othef countries than from the child welfare system i.n Canada (Dave
‘Thomas Foundation, 2004; Grand, 2001). Are these miséonbeptions or truths?
From a coghitivé or social learning theoretical perspecti\)e, the experiencés
familieé have approaching adoption, coupled with what théy learn from the
experiences of others, may lead them to believe it'is not possible to adopt locally.

Constructivism, a post modern variant of cognitive fheofy, propos‘es that
humans are active participants in their own reality and that reality is co-created
between thef individual and thé exter_nal stimuli to which he orshe is responding. .
Prior éXperiences, images, sensationAs, conceptualizations and associations
mufuaHy interact and collectiveiy ope;ate to affec_t each individual’s brand of
meaning fnaki_ng. The two different realities of workers and families can be seen
as constructed reali’tiesv. For workers the reality is that there are no families to
adopt waiting children; for families the cohstructed reality is that there are no
children to adopt.

In summary, all of these theories lend therﬁselves to explaining,thev
complexity of adoption for waiting children and contribute to my analysis of fhe
data which suggests the interplay of systems theory with ‘the- construction of

experience for both adoptive applicant participants and social worker

participants.
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CONCLUSION AND RESEARCH QUESTION

* Finding adoptive hémes for childr"en in continuing cgstody of'child welfare

authorities is a Significant problem in child welfaré. Previous research .ivn this

area highiights_ systemic barriers as the chief impediment to échié'vingh ‘

‘p'ermanency for chiidreri in care. It also reveals differehées in opinion as to wiiét
i .tiio.se s.ystemic'barriers a‘re.‘ Recruiting and retaining familieé figures prominently
in the discourse. |

Thé purpose 6f my research was tb exploré barriers to'adoption of

children in the care of the Ministry of Children anci Family Development in British

'Columbia from the perspective of adoptive applicants and from the perspective of

social workers who work in guardianship and édoption.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

“Qualitative research is best characteriz_ed as a family of approaches
whose goal is understanding the lived experiences of persons who share time,
space and culture” (Frankl & Devers, 2000, p. 214). It enhances our knowledge
'ahout complex events and processes because it seeke to unders_tand _ra’ther than
quantify experiences. It is thus well suited to the study of adoption, a complex,
multifaceted process influenced by the myriad experiences of children available -
for adoption, families seeking to adopt, and social workers working.in t_he field.

Given that the goal of this study was to describe the perceptions of
adoptive applicants and social workers about barriers to adoption, qualitative

research offers a useful platform to present the data.’

SAMPLING

An illustrative\evocative approach to sampling was utilized. This sampling
approach is not intended to be statistically representative or its findings broadly
generalizable but is mtended to provide a flavour about the phenomena being
examined (Mason, 2002). Sampling was purposeful and strategic in the sense
that the goal of the study was to describe perceptions of social workers working
in adoption and individuals who had applied to adopt a child in care. |

The inclusion criterion for social workers was that they'worked in an

Adoption Unit for the Ministry of Children and Family Development. The inclusion

criterion for adoptive applicants was that they had applied to adopt through the
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Ministry, whether or not they had\been successfulinadopting. These’criteria

~ were selected beca_use the Ministry of Children and Family Development is
iresponsible'for children in-the continuing cUstody of the provincial government.
My goal Was to examine the per'ceptio.ns of social workers and adcptive

\

' applicants'about barriers to adoption.

 PARTICIPANTS

|

| My study e_xamin'e»d th.e perCeptions of 10 participants — five individuals
who‘ had ‘appiied to the Ministry of bhildren and Family' Develcpment to adopt
and five social workers. 'While: not exhaustive of the voices of those populaticns,
| felt that this number of participants would bev sufficient to provide a flavour of the
perceptions of adcptive parents and social workers. | recruited scciai worker
participants by dis_tributing an advertisement thro-u‘c.;h their workplaces. Other
participants were recruited through the Acioptive Families Association of British
Columbia, by placing an ad in their newsletter, and by word of mouth.

'Details about‘social worker participants are summarized in Table 1 and
details ‘av-bo'ut adoptive applicants are'slimmarized in Table 2. Brief descriptions of
all -pa,rticipants follow. Pseudonyms have been useti to maintain confidentiality for
participants. |

Table 1: Social Worker participants (N=5)‘

Participant | Role within MCFD Years Working in Adoption
George Adoption Worker 15 '
Martha . Adoption \Recruitment Worker 7

Samantha | Adoption Worker 12 .

Angela Adoption \Guardianship Worker 3

Joanne Adoption Recruitment Worker 4
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Table 2: Adoptive Applicants Participants, (N=5)

Participant Marital Status Adoptive Status
| Andrea , Single | Adoptive parent

‘Barbara Married File Closed

Bob Married Adoptive Parent

Mary ‘Married Adoptive Parent

Elizabeth Married - Adoptive Parent

~ Social Worker Participants

Social worker participants are either adoption wov‘rkers}who approve
.families for adoption and. place children for adoption or guardianship\adoption
workers. In addition to approving families and placing children fof adoption,
guardianship\adoption workers carry the duties and responeibilities' efe legal

. parent on behalf of the province When the biological parents’ rights have been
terminated. |
“George” began working for the Ministry of Children Family |
Development in 1993 and has worked in the same Adoption\Guardianship Unit of
* the Ministry since then. His previous adoption experience included five years
working oh a demonstration project for special needs adoption.
Martha began working for the Ministry of Children Family Development in
1995 as a child protection social worker. A year later she accepted a resource
worker position thaf she held for five years befere transferring to an
Adoption\Guardian Unit. She worked in one unit for three years before moviﬁg to
her current position one and a helf years ago. | |
Samantha began working for the Ministry of Children and Family

Development in 1991 as a child protection worker. For the past 12 years she has

~
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worked as an adoption wbrker, spendihg seven yéars in one adoption unit and
~ the last five years in another. . |
Angela began working for the MiniStry of Child-‘ren and Family
Developrﬁent in 2001 as a Community Living Services Social Worker. One year
' Iate_r she tfanéférred to her cﬁrrent -positioh as a guardianship\adoption Worker;
Joanne began working for thé Ministry of Children and Family
| Development in 1996 as a child protection social \)vorker." Four Yéars later she
accepted a position as a resource worker that she held for one year before

starting her current position as an adoption recruitment worker in 2001.

Adoptiye Parent Participants
| .Andrea is a single adoptive mother. She applied to the Ministry to adopt in
2001 and her son Mark was placed with her in 2003.
Barbara is é married woman with one biological child. She and hef
husband applied to the Ministry td adopt in '2000. In 2002, after several proposals
did not work out, the Ministry puf B_arbara and Harry’s application on hold. The
Ministry subse‘q_uently closed their file in 2003.
Bob and .Mary are a married' couple who have been foster parénts for
fifteen years. They adoptéd siblings in 2003. Andrew came into their care 'as a
foster child in 1991 when he was 2 years old and Anna came into their care

'shortly after her birth in 1995. They initiated the adoption process in 2003 when

Andrew was 14 years old.
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Elizabeth is a married woman with one adopted child. She and her
- husband épplied to the Ministry to adopt in 1990. They eventually applied to a

licensed agency and adopted a daughter from Korea in 2001. N

DATA COLLECTION

| Data was collected by means of audio taped interviews and notes
re‘corded at the end of each interview. In éddition, for participants who were
.adoptive applicants, a time line was used to record sign'i.ﬁcant dates and time
.frames involved in their adoption exp'erience with the Ministry. Interviews were
conducted in the homes of adoptive applicants and in the offices of social
worke'fs, and were between one hour and one and one half hours in Iehgth.
Audio taped Interviews were tranScribed verbatim.: |

A fwo-part interview guide was used to‘interview paﬁicipants. (See

Appendix A -.Interview Guide.) The guide included both openv and closed |
questions designed to narrow responses to a specific topic area and then
broaden the responsé to include the participants’. views an.d perceptions of their
experiencé. Adoptive applicant participants were first asked a series of
structured questions that were designed to elicit information about time lines from
the point of application to the point of being approved to'adbpt and\or having a
~ child placed in their family. The second component of the intérvie_w consisted of

open-ended questions designed to elicit information about participants’ pefsonal '

experiences with adoption through the Min'istry and to elicit their views about any

~ perceived barriers to adoption for children in care.
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Social workers wete first asked a series of structured questions about their
current adoption work, previous experience in the adoption program area, and
length of tirrte working for the Ministry of Children and Family Development. The |
second component of the‘ir interviews Qonsisted of open-ended quéstions |

' designéd to el.icit in‘formation‘ about the children available for adoption through '
_the Ministry and information about families that they; or their co-workers, had |
| approved for adoption. They'were.also asked about theit perceptit)ns of any
barriers tq adoptibn for children in care. - |
Interviews are commonly understood as collaborative, _communicativé,

_interactive évents (Ellis & Berger, 2003). In the bostmodern tradition, eminently
sqited to quallitative research, boundarieé between the interviewer and the
person being interviewed are less rtgid thah in traditional forms of interviewing in
which the interviewer remains detached from the process and attempts to elicit
~ responses without influence. ACcordineg, interviews are increasihgly.seen as
sites for meaning making. Both the interviewer and the research participant are
active participants in the construction of the data geherated in the interview. As a
result, the value of interview data lie both in theit'meaning and how that meaning
is constructed. |

The active view eschews the image of the vessel to be tapped in favbr of
'the‘notion that the subject’s ihterptetative capabilities must be activated,

stimulated, and cultivated. The interview is a commonly recognized occasion for.

formally and systematically doing so (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000).
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These premises are germane to th‘is qualitative study. In parti'_cula.r., the
researcher and social workers interviewed are peers and share understanding_ of
‘many of the complexities of the adoption process and issues inherent therein.
Additianally; twb of the participants are a married'couplé ‘who elécted to ba
inteNiawad together. Their interchange resulted in a co-aonstructed ‘
consolidation of their family’s experience with adoption. Intervievs)s‘were

‘conversational in tone. -

DATA ANALYSIS

“Content analysis is a research _technique for the objective, systematic,
and quantitative description of the manifest content of commuhication” (Berelson, |
1952, cited in Titscher, Meyer, Wodak & Fetter, 2002 p. 57). It is the longest
establishéd method of text analysis in qualitative research (Titscher et al, 2002)
and is well suited to qualitative research because of its’ flexibi.lity (Hsieh &‘
Shannon,2005)

In general, content analysis involves the organization of te){t vinto
conceptuavl categories and the creation of themes that are then uaed to
understand data. Neuman (2000) stresses the importance of developing
thematic codes that capture the qualitative richness of the phe'nomenaand are
consequently useful in the analysis, i‘nterpretatvion and preserﬁation of the

research. Interpretation of findings was aided by considering a number of

theoretical lenses through which adoption can be viewed. These included

systems theory, symbolic interaction and cognitive theory.
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| Hseih and Shannoh (2005) idenfify three distinctive approaches to content
N analysis: conventional, directed and surhmative. Both conventiohal and directed
approaches were used to analyze the data collectgd in‘ interviews and notes |
made after each intei’vi_ew was cohcluded. ‘Data analysis began with the first

' reading of the cbmpleted transcriptions of interviews and the develbpm‘ént of -

‘broad thematic codes based on previous resea'fch about barriers to adé:btion, a
 directed approach to anaiysis. Using a more conventional approach, additional
themes were generated by the data itself.

| reviewed the transcript line-by-line, highlighting key words énd._-phrase_s

and:making‘ notes in the margins and adding reflective notes. These kevaords
and phrases welre coded by eXisting therhes and used to develop a_dditional
themes. 'f'he thibrd ahd fourth reyieWs of transcripts were used to further scan for
codes and themes and to make connec‘t‘ions between themes. This enabled the
identifiéation of areas of commonality among and between the two groups, as
.weII as areas in which they differed - both in the essence of experiences and in
what participants chose to share in the interview process. Subsequent analysis

- focused on selecting text to use as exemplifiers in the presentation of the data.

APPROACH TO VALIDITY

1

One of the most significant issues facing any researcher is potential threat
to _validify — i.e. alternative plausible explanatibns for the interpretation of the
data. Due to the nature of qualitative research, validity cannot be established by

objéctive measures. Maxwell (1996) identifies description, interpretation and

generalization as three potential threats to validity in qualitative research. He
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~ contends that recognizing and acknowledging vthe’se threats is the key tov figor in
| qualitativé reseafch.
| attempted to address 'thfeats to validity thrdugh décis'ions made prior to
beginning d'ata}collection. Because the sample was self-.selected and becéuse
selec‘tién’ériteria included only partici‘pants who are or'wére involved in Mihistry
adoptions, it is subject to response\non-response bias. In other Words? adoptive
v‘applicants and social workers who feel the system works may ﬁot come forward
or may have different views about barriers to adoption. The samb|e siie is small,
~ and although the participants’.'percept'io_ns of the barriers to adoption of waiting
childréh r;rovide insight into their own. particular experiences, their expe‘riencés
are.not necessarily representative of the experiences of all applicants wh‘Q apply. |
to the Mihistry to adopt, nor necessarily representative of all MCFD social
workers who work in adoption.
| used verbatim transcriptions of inferviews to ensure accuracy and
completeness of the data collected. Maxwell (1996) identifies reactivity, the
influence of the researcher on the participant, as 'a‘ potential threat to validify in
qualitative reséarch. In order to addfess this threat, | reflected on my own b.iases .
as | undertook this research project. In addition, | explicate the potential of my |
influence on the participants ‘and on data generated. Findings were shared with
participants to ensure that my interpretations resonéted with théir exberiehces. I

used quotes, edited only for clarity and conciseness, from participants to enable

the reader to assess my interpretations.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS

All pérticipants agreed that barriers to adoption exist and all indicated that
they personally encountered barriers in their experiences working within the
Ministry or adopting thfoulgh the Ministry. Barriers that emerged from data
collected in interviews are grouped under the following headings: (1) ba_rriers
related to éhildfen, (2) barriers impinging on families., (3) ‘barriers related to social .
worker bias, (4) organizational b‘arrier's, and (5) barriers related to the legal

system. The sub thel"ﬁes that emerged out of each subject area are presented
with the broader theme. | |

These themes combihe to highlight the enormous ch_éllenges the Ministry
faces in adobtion planning for children in care and the challenges fér families
applying to adopt. Not lost in the. discussion is thé plight of the children who
never find permanent homes through adoption. Quotations are taken diréctly
from transcribed interviews. As noted earlier, where necessary, quotations havé

been slightly edited for clarity and conciseness.

BARRIERS RELATED TO CHILDREN

Characteristics of Waiting Children

All participants agreed that children in the care of the Ministry have, or are §
at risk to develop, special needs and social "worker'participants described waiting
children predominantly in terms of their special needs such as prenatal alcohol

and drug exposure, mental health issues, behavioural challenges and belonging |

to a sibling group. One social worker participant also noted that the majority of
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children available for adoption are over five years of age, and harder to place as

a result of their early life experiences including multiple moves.

The majority of the children have fairly significant challenges. They
have prenatal exposure to alcohol or drugs, many of them... have
suffered from detrimental parenting....many of the kids have been
in multiple placements before we find the perfect home for them..
(George) '

Only one social worker participant highlighted positive.attributes‘ of waiting

~ children.

| think. people have the notion that our children are all greatly
damaged — have huge special needs — you know the scratch and
dent kids —- severely dented — these are the words you hear people
talk about. They're not really... yes, there are some children who
are extremely damaged. For the most part | find our children are
strangely typical when you actually meet them — when you actually
see how they are doing with their family they are actually relatively

- normal children. (Martha)

Social worker pérticipants were unanimous in their belief that the

characteristics and special needs of waiting children were impediments to their

adop'tidn. In contrast to social worker participants, adoptive applicants did not |

equate the special needs of waiting children to barriers to adoption, a'lthough two

adoptive applicant participants felt that Iabéls attached to children were barriers

to their adoption and one felt that frequent moves exacerbated their placement

needs.

...we have great difficulties finding actual adequate placements for

- kids who are older, children that have fetal alcohol syndrome,

children that have significant mental health issues, children that
have large sibling groups. (George) '

- They're afraid of the labels. (Mary)

They're afraid of the labels.... yet the real damage-is probably done
from moving kids around the system. (Bob)
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TwQ social worker participants noted that, in attempts to describe'..children
realistically, there was more attention-paid to their problems than to their positive |
at'tri‘butes, potentially discburaging potential adoptive parents. Two adoptive
applicant participants' agreed. |
| think that we tend to—and we'need to—fbcus, or give the |

information about the struggles that our kids have, but we tend to
only list those when we talk to families'new to adoption. (Joanna)

| think we haven’t done a great job of explaining how great our
children really are.... So | always try to have...that's why'| have
these (points to bulletin board covered in pictures of children) so
when people come in and think that’s all we have is three headed
monsters, | like to point to my wall and-say...”I've placed that child
for adoption, and that child, and that child, and that child, and that
child... great kids. (Martha) '

As a side note, as | was sitting in Martha’s office, | had thought most of the
pictures on Martha’s bulletin board were of her own children and the children of
friends or relatives. This is indicative of a practice deciéion to present theSe ’
children in the best light possible - as pefsons not problems.

These findings echo previous research on waiting children. Social workers
are much more likely to empvhasize'the characteﬁstiés of the wa'iting child 'asAa
barrier to their adoption (Grove, 2001; Avery, 1997) than families interested in |

- adoption (Spiers, Duder, Grove & Sullivan, 2003).

Representation of Waiting Children

Profiles of children refer to descriptions of their attributes and special’

placement needs, prepared to assist in finding an appropriate match with a

family.
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Two social workerlparticipants identified Resource Exchanges as an-
effective way to show waiting children in. a‘more positive light, often resulting in
matches that were not obvious using the Standard matching process. Resource |
Exchanges are matching events at which videos of waitiﬁg children were shown
" to approved addptive applicénts. Both offered examples of placements resulting
“from Resource Exchanges to illustrate their poiht.

.. this particular placement came directly as a result of my couple
sitting there and watching this little girl on video make pizza...on
paper this kid is scary as heck ... she's twenty-four weeks
gestation, was in the hospital for five or six months, had to be given
oxygen for seventy-five days, has hearing and vision problems...

. and | think if my family had seen that first..... but what they saw
was this real child...... and | think that a lot of our kids look way
scarier on paper than they really are... (Samantha)

.... we show a video of the child, and that really helps people to see
that this child is more than just a label. They think that if they are
FAS, they're going to be sitting in a corner, you know, banging their
head almost. Some people really don’t know what it means, and so
to actually see a live breathing kid, even on tape, does bring the

kids alive for people and helps them to really understand that these
are just normal kIdS in a lot of ways...(Joanna)

..we had a famlly when we had our last one, who was only
interested | think in under four or five, and they ended up adopting
a 13-year-old, because they saw her there... (Joanna)

Three social worker participants' identified the Adoption Bulletin, which
contains brief biographical sketches (profiles) of waiting children accompanied‘by_
a picture, as .another matching tool. One noted that the Bulletin was also a useful
tool for bringing attention .to a child when conventional matéhing mefhods did not
work and reported that successful matches were a regular occurrence u‘sing the

Bulletin. Another felt the Bulletin had limited usefulness because only the hardest

to place children were profiled. She reported that only 156 children, out of the
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nearly 1,100 registered for adoptlon were Ilsted in the Bulletin.. A third seCIaI
worker part|C|pant questloned the effectiveness of the buIIetln and questloned
how many actual matches were made out of the bulletln -

It appears that innovative matchlng technlques can result in matchlng
children with families that may not have been obvious matches using the |
standard matching process. However, all social worker pa‘rticipan‘ts who spoke of
‘Resource Exchanges and the Adqption Bulletin reported .Iimited use of_these
tools in their regions citing workload issueis as the chief impedifﬁent to cehsistent
use. |

| Three social worker participan.ts' also spoke about Photo L.istings, a
C technique used to profile waiting children on the |_nte'rnet. All expressed mixed :
| feelings avbAout} making children’s pictures available in such a public forum. While
they agreed that some jurisdictiohs were reporting successes with photo listing,
they felt safety and privacy concerﬁs were significant enough tq warrant a _
cautious approach to _the strategy. One felt it might be a work.able if it were a
secure site available ohly to wéiting families who lwere already approved fer

adoption.

BARRIERS IMPINGING ON FAMILIES

Social Workers’ Perceptions of Suitability

In addition to asking social worker participants to describe the children -
who are available for adoption, they were also asked to describe the families who

applied to the ministry to adopt. Adoptive applicants were described as mainly

falling into one of three groups.
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The first group coﬁsists,of infertiie couples. The second group is made up
of gay and lesbian couples, heterosexual single men and womeh, and single gay
men and siﬁgle lesbian women. The third'group consists of foster parents,
adopting children already.in their care. These gr’oups» do not account for all

' adoptivé applibénts but all thfee groups figure prominently in the discoufse about
barriers to adoption. Although the groups-are nbt mutually exclusive each brings

| ‘different issueé to the fore. T.hey may or may not already be parents. The
children they are willing to adopt cbver the range of low to high speéial placement
needs élthough social workers report that few are willing to adopt a chi‘ld with a
_diagnosis of Fetal Alcohol Syndrome.

'Social worker harticiparits felt that each family type either posed or faced
challenges in applying to adopt. Examples include querying the suitability and
motivafion of adoptive applicants_, biases against singlle, gay and lesbian
applicants, and financial barriers and suitability criteria for foster families applying

“to adopt. There also appeared to be an expectation that applicants have
significant expérience caring for children. HoWever, this is potentiallyvan
unreaiistic expéctation for people who are not yet parents. | interpret'. thé
underlying concern expressed as rell}ating to the potenti}al for unsuccessful
outcomes such as adoption disruption or breakdown if adopting parents are
unable to meet a child’s needs. | |

"~ There has been a significant amount of research and wrifing about the

characteristics of successful adoptive families. Howe (1998) reminds us,

however, that the analysis and interpretation of adoption outcomes is neither
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simple nor straightforward. In particular, evidence about outcomes based on
experience of adopters is inconclusive. Nonetheless, there is consistency in the
finding that for children who are placed at a later a'ge, ado.pting parents with
higher academic qualifications tend to do less well than adopting parents with
. high school e’ducation only. The explanation lies in the realm of higher parental
expectations of children by more educated parentsi |

As a result, professional, childless couples can be yievi/ed skeptical.ly by
social workers, particUIarIy if they have little experience with children

~.... they were working professionals, they had no children —
infertility was the main reason they came to the Ministry...lovely
couple but never actually had any hands on child rearing
experience, of course they baby sat for nieces and nephews and he
had worked at summer camps for kids but had no long term
experience with children so my concern for them was what are their
expectations? Are they realistic? Are they flexible? How much do
they understand about the special needs of our kids and how much
do they understand about attachment and parenting? And then of
course, are they financially where they want to be...because. |
always worry that people who are real professionals — maybe they
haven't attained professional goals yet. And they are still working
on that but yet they want to parent — what’s going to become the
priority? Moving up professionally or focusing on the children that
they get? | like to look for a balance — can they make that balance?
(Angela) ‘

'Angela went on to report that this family was approved and ultimately adopted
two related children through the Ministry. They are reported to}be doing well. -

| Another social worker participant felt infertile couples (and singles) yvere
overall more anxious as a group when they applied to the Ministry to adopt and
some chose the Ministry for economic reasons raising concern aboutlwhether the

Ministry was a good fit for these ‘applicants.

...sometimes they can't afford a healthy newborn or an international
and that's what they want ....they simply can'’t afford the 10-20-30-
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40-50-60 thousand that it's going to cost.... so come to us and
we're second best and they're never going to be satisfied.... (they)
come here and settle for a special needs child because they can't
afford a healthy newborn.... | feel really badly for those people
because they’re never going to be satisfied with us...I'm never
going to be able to satisfy them and they are gomg to be settling for
the child.. (Martha)

All social worker part|C|pants spoke about problems single and g'éy and
‘lesbian adoptiVe applicants face. Thére is a stfong perception that these
| applicants face discrimination based on marital status and\or Sexual orientation. -
All social worker 'participants introduced the idea of social worker biéé as an
explanatlon for this phenomenon

The reality is that sometimes some workers in our system are
reluctant to choose same sex couples or reluctant to choose single
applicants, and therefore they tend to wait longer than do traditional
couples in our system. (George) '

If you are'anything but a heterosexual couple you've got to have a
trump card — there's got to be something really special about
you..(Martha)

" Three social worker participants spoke about challenges, related to long-
term involvement' with the child welfare system, in workihg with foster families -
who decide to adopt. Their quotes illustrate the significance of the issues.

...they have been in our system so long as foster families ... we've
created a dependency ....financially and emotionally...so when

e... try to transfer the responsibility as well as parental rights — it's
a challenge and all kinds of needs come out — from the children as
well as the adults...(Angela) :

~...(sometimes) | have felt that the foster parents are probably not as
skilled as other parents might be, or as skilled as other families |
might be able to find for those children, but have made the deC|S|on
that the connection that the child has in that family is more
important than sometimes some of the parental skills we are
looking (for). (George) '
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...how did we even make her turn into a restricted foster home —
how did this even happen? But because we approached her
(emphasis) we created this situation, we couldn'’t very well turn
around and say you are not qualified to adopt these kids. We can't
very well turn around and say “sorry you are not eligible to be their
adoptive family... you are not good enough. (Angela)

As noted above, these groups do not account for all adoptive applicants
but all three groups figure prominently in the discourse about barriers to
adoption. Foster parent adoptions account for a significant proportion of Ministry '

adoptions each year and present issues unique to that population.hThey are

discussed later in this report under Foster Parents. The following sections report

on data related to all adoptive applicants, including foster parenis.

Recruiting and Retaining Families

Recruiting and retaining femilies was identified as an issue of' concern by
three social worker participants. One noted that recruitment of families is a
perennial problem in special needs adoption. The following QUotes are indicative
of the extent »of the .p‘>r_oblem. \

...we hardly have any homes applying right now. (Martha) -

| ...we've tried to address the issue of not having enough families. |
think that is always present in adoption of special needs kids.
(George) | , '

...and since 2001, when they had the big provincial campaign with
television advertising and radio advertising...we got many families
that came forward from that particular program. Since that time
we've drawn back from doing the large advertising, and we are
starting to find that there is now fewer families...stepping
forward....(Joanna)

| think we have a woefully inadequate recruitment system right now.
About four years ago we had....a big adoption recruitment
campaign and we've been riding those coattails for the last four
years, but that's dwindled down to nothing now — no one knows
about us ... So we're not getting the homes. (Martha)
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One adoptive appllicant participént also felt that recruitment was an issue.
She applied to the Ministry after seeing‘a recruitment poster in a grocery store in
2001. She reported that she had been thinking about adopﬁon for years but, untii-
she saw fhe poster, was l_.lncektaih that single people were e_Iigible to adopt. She
- also spoke abbﬁt her contact with others who were unaware of the oppdrtunity‘to
‘ 'édopt through the Ministry or have misconceptions about the children aVailabIev
| .for adoption.
...péople I've talked to ih general don’t know they can .adopt
through the Ministry. They think they need to go to a private agency
and pay thousands of dollars...so | don't think there is...enough

- advertising to say there are all these children in care ...and here’s
who to contact to find out about them.... (Andrea)

, Two social worker participants idéntified a secondary issue related to
recruitment. They voiced the opinion that families who were either not interested
in or not suited to special needs adoption were being studied as a result of the
decreasé in the overall number of applications.
.... people that want the so called healthy newborn homestudy (but)
can't afford them — come in saying they want 0 to 2 (years of age)
with drug exposure — we all know...we all know what they want (a
low needs child) but... no one’s knocking on our door —..so those
people are going to be studied now — a couple of years ago when
we had a backlog, they wouldn’t be studied... (Martha)
One adoptive applicant participant, who had completed a homestudy in
2001, spoke about the issue from a different perspective. When her homestudy
was completed, she was advised by her social worker to apply to an agency

because there were no children in the Ministry that would be of interest to her .

and her husband due to the special needs of children available. She reports little:

discussion about what that meant in terms of the profiles of children and
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reglstered |mmed|ately with an agency. Five months Iater they adopted a child

- from Korea. One social worker also noted the problem of families leaving the '

'Mi'nistry system and adopting elsewhere.

...sometimes the best families and the best homee...they get fed
up and theygoonto ...... overseas or whatever. (Samantha)

Duplicity in the Approval Process

Both adoptive applicant participants and social worker participants
identified the approval pt_ocess es being significant in the discourse about
barriers to adoption. » |

Social worker participants agreed that, with few eXceptions,_ families who
comp'leted the homeetudy process vi/ere approved. They associated the high
approval rate for those whe cornpleted the homestudy to the number of adoptii)e
appllcants who screen themselves out before the homestudy is finished. ThIS |
screenlng out appears to be based on information they receive through the |n|t|al
mterwew process, the adoption educatlon.program ‘or through dlscu_sswn with
their social worker in homestudy interviews. - |

When asked if they or their colleagues ever approved families that were
unsuitable for special needs placements, all replied affir’ma_tiVely'.; The reasons
cited are twofold. The first is that the Iew number of ap‘plicants applying to édopt_
translates into the acceptance of all applications. This was reported in contrast to
a screening grocess that occurs when there are many applieants applying to the
\Ministry to a‘dopt. The second reason cited for approval of families not suitable
for special needs adoption was the lack of clear criteria in essessing families and

their inability to find a concrete reason for not approving the family.
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In the ensuing diséussions, all sbcial worker participants reported that this

issue.was. dealt with in more indirect ways such as writing up the homestudy in
such a way that another social worker reading the report would intuit that the
social worker who wrote t'he report had concerns about the suitability of the

" family. That perception would then diminish the likelihood that a child would be
’placed with that family. The pewésiveness of this issue is evidenced in the

: vfoIIowing quotes. | |

.... it's'sometimes very difficult to say, “Okay, you are not an
adequate family to parent for this, this, and this reason.” What
does happen....they've been approved, but (the homestudy has)

. been written in such ways that nobody will ever accept them as
adoptive families because there are enough issues identified in the
study that people will not go forward and place children with them.
(George)

...there is-'something inherent in the approval process | think where
workers are not being honest enough with themselves or the family
... because there is such pressure — and you do see people’s
desperation to be approved and to have children and you see all
their strengths and it is like that balance — well how do you balance
it — do you not approve them because of one or two questionable
things whereas they have 20 really good strong factors and they.
are going to lose out because of these one or two minor things —
but then those one or two minor things to you can be huge to
- someone else looking for a particular child. (Angela)

| don’t want to approve them... — so homes like that — you read
them all the time — the last section of the homestudy is
recommendation — at least the old way — and if | like the home — in
my recommendation section, | will rave on about them — this family
is this and that and so wonderful and (can accept) all of these
needs and they are fantastic. If | don’t’ like them, | will say: “home is
approved for child as described in Section 9” period.-(Martha)

And you read homestudies like this ...or you'll e-mail a social
worker about a home and say - “hey — | read your homestudy
about family X on the AMS and they are a potential match for my
- child.” (they reply) ...don’t think about it - don’t touch ... (the
family) with a ten foot pole......So there are homes out there... and
-~ we know them...but we can’t do anything about them. (Martha)
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All social worker participants acknOwIed_ged that as a result, there are
~ significant numbers of approved homes that are “unusable” in the sense that they
are unlikely to be selected for the placement of a child.

- Approval doesn’t necessarily mean approval necessarily.... And
that's because the workers who have the children on their case
loads are the ones that have to read the studies and say this looks
like a good family and a good match for my child. But they also,
they are going to be calling the worker who wrote the study, and if
the worker is telling them, “I've got this concern, that concern, that

~concern and that concern”, the likelihood of them proceedlng is not
high. (George)

Two social worker participants mentioned the Systematic Adoptive Family
Assessment (SAFE), a new tool recently introduced. Both expressed the hope
that this teol will enhance the evaluation of families and present a more.objectiye
view of the family.

I'm hoping with the new SAFE model that we're going to be using
that we’re going to be able to show these homes that have
problems more obviously. I'm hoping that it's going to catch some

of these problems so it's not going to have to be subtle — it's going
to be glarlng .(Martha)

It is happening out there where workers are being challenged with
their homestudies, and, you know what? Maybe the SAFE
tool...maybe that’s going to make a difference ...there is a level of
sort of secondary approval and that kind of thing...(Samantha)

Two social worker participants also spoke about the contracting out of
homestudies. One thought it was a good way to handle workload issues, the -

other felt it did not make the process go eny faster.

..personally, | don’ t like the idea of us contracting out our
homestudles because | don't think we get to know the families very
well. You can't read a study and really get a sense of the family
well enough to represent them in a matching situation...you're
going to spend three, four months getting to know that family...
before you'll even start pushing for a placement for them. (Joanna)
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Allvadoptive epplic'ents expressed dissatisfaction with the length of time it
- took from initial application to approval. All reported time lags at every step of the
adoptien process. The adoption education program (AEP) is-offered several - |
times a year reéulting in a waiting list for adoptive applicants ready to start the
procese. After tHe AEP is corhpleted, applicants are put on a waiting Iist.to have a-
, social worker assigned to do their homestudy. The education and homestudy _
components each take about three months to complete but all adoptive
applicants reported time frames of up to 15 months to complete both. Two social
worker 'participants agreed that the length of time to complete the approval |
_ erocess wae an issue.
| Our proeess-is a barrier... it takes most families, I'd say, a year to
get through our approval process, and that'’s if timing goes well.
(Joanna) | ' ' ‘

The approVaI time for the foster family, who had lived with one of the
children from age three onwards and with one from birth (they Were 14 and 10
respectively at the time of the adoption application), took two years. This included
getting the approvel of the children"s Band ’in' Alberta (a precess they say was
undertaken and completed by the 14 year old himeelf) and 10 months to

conclude the homestudy.

And.... we're talking about kids who never lived anywhere else.
(Mary)

- Two adoptive applicants were approved for adoption approximately 15
months after submitting their application to the Ministry. Both felt that they were
subjected to avoidable delays in having their homestudy processes completed.

A lack of resources, i.e. social workers available to work with them, was the
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‘reason citéd for the delay. In the first instancé, the applicant started and )
cbmpleted the réquired AEP (adoption education prografn) within three mont_hs of
'submittihg her application to adopt. She waited another 12 mbﬁths before the
homestudy itself started. When a social worker was final‘ly assighed to do fhe
study, it wés completed in six weeks. The second family Waited_ for four months
before an AEP that they could attend was offered. They completéd the education

| prbgram seven months after submitting their_épplicati‘on to ado.pt and their

‘homestudy started immediately thereafter. It took eight and one half months to
complete. The last applicant Waited for 10 years (from 1990 to 2000) to have the
h'ome_Study process started. Once started, it tbok 10 months to complete. This

finding is consistent with reports in the literature qf unnecessarily lengthy '

processes involved in the approval process. (Grand, 2001; G’rove, 2001).

| Three adoptive applicant participants spoke about the.homeétudy report
itself. AII were pleased with their final reports but one spoke about less positive -
experiences of other adoptiVe'éppIicants: |

We didn’t recoghize oUrselves;...we looked like Mary and Joseph
on paper.....it doesn't look like us at all. (Mary and Bob)

It is interesting to watch how honest people really are in the
homestudy because they want the truth on the paper but the
reflection of what they said... that's another thing. | helped (social
worker) write our homestudy.... she wrote her draft and | wrote all
over it and we created a document that | read and said, | like this
family...I've read other homestudies that are horrible....and they
are mean.....the social worker makes the people sign them at the
counter without taking them -away ...they won't let them go
away....they won't let them edit ....they won’t let them change a
word. They won’t work together on something that represents that
person. So that's happening too. That's sad... (Barbara)
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Both quotes are significant In light of the comments made by social

workers about homestudies being written to reflect how the social worker truly felt

about the family.

Matching Process -
AII eartici.pants spoke about the matching process. Social Worker>
-4p‘>'articipants addressed the issue from two perspectiVes: finding a suitabie family
for a particular child and finding matches for families on their caseloads. All but
one spoke about .“find_ing families for children” not “children for families” as the
guiding principle in matching. The other social worker participant did not believe
.they were mutually exclusive and as a family’s worker, your job entails looking for
“an apero'priate match for.the family.
Additional comments from social worker p’afticipanfs highlight'the
complexity and sabjective nature of choosing a home for a particular child.

...there has been some frustration...I've been challenged by
colleagues about a family, and had to... go back and ask .... further
questions about things in order to...convince this worker that
they’re a worthy, swtable family . (Samantha)

..these children — we can't just send them off to anywhere we
have to find an ideally matched home and that in itself can be a
barrier in that we are looking at the most ideal situation and
sometimes the most ideal situation doesn’t come up. (Angela)

‘| would love to just do forced matching. | would like to take social
workers out of the equation in some ways — | would love to have
someone look at all the profiles of the families and all the profiles of
the children and match 4 families with every child -and say to the
guardianship worker — you must choose 1 of these 4 families.

- (Martha)

| think one of the biggest difficulties in terms of... selecting matches
is around (the) mental capability of the children. A lot of families
want to have the reassurance that the child will be independent as
an adult, and in most cases we can't give that. It seems to cause a




lot of difficulties, finding the right family for some of the kIdS
(Joanna)

Supposedly we're not looking for perfect families, but | think that
workers are still looking for perfect families, even though they don’t
~ exist.. (Samantha)

| think then that it just goes back to the whole piece about the
biases of workers, the realities of workload, options of what's a
good match, you know, all of those things. (Samantha)

Most of my families end up getting piacements eventually because
I'm so pushy — you've got to be pushy or its not going to happen.
(Martha) _

Four adoptive applicant participants also spoke about the subjective
nature of the matching process. All four felt the balance of power lay with the
social worker in the matching process and whether or not a family received a

placement was dependant on social workers.

In addition, two adoptive applicant participants spoke about their -
vulnerability in the matching process. Both had been informed on more then'one
occasion that they were belng consndered for placements — placements that did
not happen because other famllies were chosen for the chlldren One referred to

these as “honourable mentions”. Both experienced stress during the process.

...and the social worker told her (the child’s social worker) | was
single and she said, “that’'s not what we want”....and if they were:
going to make that decision, it should have been made before the .
proposal was given to me. Because it was just like offering me the

~ proposal and then “oh we’ve changed our mind” and taking it away.
The proposal should never have come to me in the first place.
(Andrea)

We were eventually proposed a 2-month-old baby girl. And were
we proposed? No. She was an honourable mention ...I| don't know
if you have much experience with waiting parents... |t s a real cycle
of emotion and the up and down .... it was a really hard time when
we were waiting to hear.... and then my social worker got sick -
......we didn't hear anything for a long time and | was just beside
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myself. So eventually when our social worker came back we heard
that she (the baby) had been placed already with someone else. |
was flattened. | was just heartbroken. | wrote letters. | was so
upset. (Barbara) '

Waiting Families
In trle first interview conducted with a social worker participant, it was
reported that there were 300 homes approved for placement and 900 children
. registered for adoption. This indjvidual expressed frUstration that more matches

were not‘being made. This informetion was introduced in subsequent interviews
with social worker participants. Two accepted the figure as reasonably accurate.
Two others thought the number of approved f'a‘milies was overstated and

: reflected a pool of fvamilie.s that were willing to accept children with |0\rv or minimal
speeial needs. The folloWingn quotes hig-hlight4t.hree_ spcial worker perticipants’
perceptions about the pool of available and waiting families.

| haven't checked the stats recently, but it's less than two hundred
(families). (George)

Probably about half of them are really only looking at under two, so
are very limited and may never get placements. (Joanna)

.. about half of the approved families are approved for a very low
range of special needs. (Angela)

It's quite a distorting frgure | think, to just look at these families who
are waiting. You have to take a look at what kind of children they're
actually looking for.... (George)

Now there are some families that | think sort of do get lost a bit in
our bureaucratic shuffle, and there are some families that we
probably could find placements for if the workers would push a little
harder or work a little harder, but when you look at any family that
steps forward and says they will take a child up to age twelve who
has fetal alcohol syndrome, has mental issues, those families don't
wait a long time, they get placements. (George)




- 53

- A s_ubéequent check of statistics on that day showed 286 waiting fémilies,
~ with 146 categorized as approved for high special needs (Ministry for Children. '
“and Farhily Developmént, 2005a). This suggests dne of two things: families who
are not thoughtn suitable for special needé adoption are approved for speci}al :
needs placements'or, alternatively families are not correcﬂy coded for the B

placement needs they are willing to accept.

Foster Parents

YAII social workér participants and two adoptive applicant participants
spoke of issues for foster parents when adoptioﬁ became the plan for'a child who
had Ii\}éd with the family for a significant period of time. All agréed that finances
~were a significant issue for foster parents Considering adopting a chilvd in their . |
care.

...so the financial barrier, | think, is a huge one, and that financial
barrier Is even more evident in situations where people have been
fostering and receiving money to care for the kids that often enough
becomes a set part of the family income. Even though it's not
supposed to, it does in reality...(George) '

Foster parents get the maintenance amount. ...$700 or $800 per
month for each kid, and then they have a service payment if they
are of different levels—Level 1, 2 or 3. And so they get a certain
amount of money on top of that as compensation for their time...
so you lose the service payment..... from $350 to $2,900 per
month...it's a lot of money to ask to people to say, “Chop that off
because you love that kid and you want what’s best for them®.
(Joanna) ' ' -

Another issue that emerged is that many foster parents had no
expectation of adopting when children were placed with them and are faced with

a difficult choice when the plan for a child is changed from .foster care to

adoption. However, many develop significant attachments to a child or children in
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their care and express a desire to have them live with their family permanently. -
- Furthermore, two social worker participants and two adoptive applicanf ‘ ‘
participants reported that some foster parén_ts have been promised (by social
workers) vthat a particular child will never be moved and that child df children
“would remain in the foster home until they reached the age of majority. |
...they were told they couldn;t adopt those kids, so they never
thought about it, and now all of a sudden, they're getting workers
coming up and saying, “Well, we've got this CCO and we’re going
to place those kids for adoption. Do you want to adopt them?”
(Joanna) o - '
Ifa child is not registered for adoption, social workers can fail to registér
| ‘the child to ensure the child remains in foster care. If the child is subsequently )
- registe'red for adoption, foster parents aré faced with a difficult choice. If they do
not agree to adopt the child themselves, they risk losing the child.
This raises the question: why move a child who is well settled in a home.
with a family who int'ends to provide a perfnanent home for the child, even though
“they are not the legal parents? Two social worker participénts spoke of why
adoption becomes the plan for children who may seem well settled in a foster
placement.
There are lot of wonderful foster parents who will commit and who
will be there and who will invite those kids for Christmas and -
birthdays and everything for the rest of their life, but that's a smaller

group than... the ones that are coming into it thinking—initially,
anyway—that this is a way to earn a living. (Joanna)

...some (guardianship workers) aren’t able to...see beyond a foster
family saying ... we'll keep them ‘il they’re nineteen but we're not
willing to adopt them, and then be okay with that. And as we all
know, a lot of those kids end up moving anyway...foster families

- don’t have the level of commitment that an adoptive family does.
(Samantha)
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...they’re all committed when they're little, it seems, but when
they're 14 and 15 that's when you really see the difficulties come
out, and some families aren’t willing to stick it (out) at that point.
(Joanna) o

Berrick, Needell, Bafth ahd Jonson-Reid (1598) speak eloquéntly to the
issue. They report that 46% of infants, 60% of toddlers ahd 68% of children
‘under school age have had at least three placements. They also 'réport that 31%
of children who entered care as toddlers, énd 37% who entered care as
preschoolers had.five or more plécements in six yearé. ;‘These data make it clear
vth-at we should not allow inertia or seh_timent to interfere with a child's need for a
permanenf exit from foster care by permitting long-term foster care to be a
permanent plan. Long-term permanent foster care islan oxymoron.” (p. .73-).
Social worker participants agreed.

7 TWo adoptive applicant participants who were also foster parents saw t_he
i'nherent wisdom in this position but personally experilenced the threat of Ioéirig
children they had been promised would reméin with them permanently as foster
child_reh. They subsequently adopted them. _They also reported witnessing
devastatioh in other families when foster children in their care were moved
against the family’s wishes.

A third issue that emerged is that historically foster Home approval was
less stringent than adoption home approval. Thié becomes a significant problem
When adoption is the plan and the child’s social worker does not feel the fost.er

family has the requisite skills to be approved for adoption. The decision to

approve the family for adoption or move the child is a delicate one. The

determination must be whether it is in the child’s best interest to allow them to
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remain with a family they are connected _to or fnoVe th_em to a family that t'night
| provide a more stimulating environment.

All social worker participants spoke to this topic and reported recent
changes in foster parent training and approval, which they hope’will dimintsh the
oecurrenCe of this dilemma. The Adoption Education Program and Foster Parent
Training have been combined into an Integrated Caregiver Education Program
'(ICE). The same approval process forfester_ and adoptive hernes is also being
implemented. The intent of these initiatives is to sensitize foster ;.)arents to the
need for permanence for children and, that, if they decide to adopt a child in their

care, the approval process will already be largely completed. -

BARRIERS RELATED TO SOCIAL WORKER BIAS

AI.I social worker participants introduced, and spoke at length about, the
concept of biases against single and gay and lesbian applicants. Although‘all
were able to cite examples of p_Iacements that were made to single men and
women and gay and\or lesbian couples, all felt there was widespread systemic
discrimination levied against them as a greup. The following quotes indicate the
extent to which they felt these biases exist.

...biases against certain kinds of applicants, single applicants being
an example, | think gay and lesbian applicants experience the
same biases that single applicants do. I'm going to be doing a
homestudy for a single gay man...I'm just going to be honest with

him...1 think he’s going to get biased against because he'’s smgle
and he’s gay.. (Samantha)

Well, there's the whole issue of single females, or single anybody
applying.......... the single women don’t get chosen, and there are
very few single men, and if they ever come forward, | thlnk they
would rarely get chosen. (Joanna)
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...there is a level of sort of secondary approval and that kind of
thing...it just goes back to the whole piece about the blases of
workers..-... (Samantha)

..biases about what that perfect famlly looks like in their mlnds
blases against certain kinds of applicants, single applicants being
an example; | think gay and lesbian applicants experience the
same biases that single applicants do...(Martha)

..and | think about guardianship workers biased in not picking
homes but you know, I'm sure there’s a level of adoption worker
bias in not approvmg homes. (Samantha)

.. if you are just garden-.variety single or garden-variety gay
. couple, it's going to be pretty tough ...(Martha)

...1 think part of that comes with being around for a while...people
. perceive me as a very experienced worker. I'm a trainer, and.... if
" (1) approved a family ...they’re probably a pretty good family. And,
you know, that’s kind of nice to be at that point, because it's pretty
frustrating when you're (challenged)...(Samantha)

I think the single female applicants are the ones that wait thé Ion'gest. |t
has been my experience in tﬁe last couple years and é'major frustration oﬁ my .
part. (Samantha)
| All spcial worker participants reported attempts to raise aWarleness
amoﬁgst their colleagues about the issue. |

| recently sent out an all adopt — that's a way we have of sending
adoption emails out to the entire province — to all the adoption
workers... | described a family to them in gender neutral terms — a
perfect family, a wonderful family, willing to accept all these high,
high needs — one stay at home parents, tons — tons of experience
and | said: this family is waiting and then | left about a paragraph
and | said, this is a same sex family — does that change how you"
feel about them? Got lots of interesting feedback from that e-mail —

" never got a match for the family — but | made a lot of people think —
because everyone wanted that family until they realized they were
Iesblans (Martha)

_ So...-ralsmg people’s awareness and challénging people around
that.....a lot of us are constantly... challenging people... well...so is
this child not going to get placed period? Because you've got a
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bias against (a) single...Or they're in a single foster home, single
female foster home, but yet she doesn'’t want to place them in a
single female adoptive home, well those kinds of things...so that
was one way of trying to address it... challenging people.. '
(Samantha) ' g

ORGANIZATIONAL BARRIERS

.A number of organizational barriers to adoption were identified including
the amount of and complexiiy of paper work involved in getting a child ready for
.adoption and team organization. |

...there have always been changes ...Every time a change has
come it's added more paper, it's added more bureaucracy, and

~ therefore it becomes a significantly more difficult task for workers ...
. to get all that paper done and processed ..... (George)

- This is also noted in the Iiteratufe. Dudder (2005) highlights the increasing
“amount of time spent on paperwork asa troubling fheme in child welfare in
general.

Four social worker participants spoke about team organization as a barrier
to adoption. The separation of intake, iamiiy services, guardianship, and adoption
services was described aslan impediment from the standpoint of forethought
when a ehild first comes to the attention of the Ministry. Social.worker
participants believed that integrated teams allowed for better coordination of
efforts to ensure that by the time a Continuing Custody Order (CCO) is granted,
the necessary information has bee‘n accumulated and an adoption plan under\

way.

...the way our services are organized.....it's intake, it's family
service. Once the child is CCO then it goes to a guardianship
team. | think that that is a barrier to timely adoption planning,
(Samantha)
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One social worker' participant felt that gﬂardianship workers who were not
part of an adoption team were at a disadvahtage because they were not paﬁ of
the adoptioh culture. Another social wofker'particfipant felt that

o guardianéhip\adoption teams are most effective when their duties were séparate
“and the adoptioh worker worked in conjunction with guardianship workers rather
v'than assuming guardianship responsibility for kids. |

...guardianship workers that have a full caseload...and they have
two or three kids that they are planning adoption for ...they don’t
know the process very well...(and) don’t have the day to day
support.... (Joanna)

. And if you've got thirty, thirty-five kids on your caseload you can't
do adoption properly for kids.... There are too many guardianship
. responsibilities and crises ...on a daily basis to be able to do the
level of work and (have enough) involvement to get a kid ready for
- adoption. (Samantha) ' ‘

...I worked with 8 social workers who had kids on their caseloads. |
was responsible for helping them plan for adoption and also for
studying homes that wanted to adopt ... So | knew all the children
but | didn’t need to worry about them...l didn’t need to worry about
the little day in and day out minutiae of child guardianship — | just
had to focus on the adoption. (Martha)

Resource Constraints

Al partfcipants identified resource issues as barriers to adoptibn. Without
exception, adobtive applica'.nt‘s interviewed felt insufficient staffing levels in
adoption sverviqes were an iﬁpediment to the timely movement of children. They |
reported lengthy waiting periods at every step of the adoptién process and
believed these were directly related to a shortage of social workers to do the
work |

In contrast, some social worker participants did not comment on staffing

levels for adoption social workers, although those that spoke to the issue
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~ reported adequate staffing levels. However, aII felt caseload size on family‘ ‘_
service and guardianship teams was an impedim}e_nt.to_ long range planning an}d,
as such, a barrier to adoption for children on those caseloads. They equated
large caseload ‘size to a lack of resources. |

_ IThey further described the lack of information collected when children

came into care, due to workload iseues and mandated priorities of child

.proteotion, asa significant barrier to the timely mo_vement of} children to adoption.

‘When ohildrenv become continuing custody wards there can be significant time
lags in transfe.rring their files to guardianship and adoption teams for long term'
plannving because of missing or incomplete information and oaperwork. Three
social worker participants offered that intake workers needed to be trained to -
think long range when children first come into care and diligently collect

~ information such as birth family history for future use. -

Additionally, social workers intewieWed believe that insufficient
assessment services slow down the adoption process, whether they are needed
before or after a child is registered for adoption. |

Although adoptive applicant participants and social worker participants
did not hold common views about where the problem lay, all agreed that
resources issues are significant when considering the problem of waiting

children.

Adoption Management System (AMS)

The Adoption Management System (AMS) is a computetized database of

- children registered for adoption and families approved to adopt. It is a tool used
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to find suitable matches for children with families based on their coded placement
needs. Families are likewise coded according to the characteristics of the child or
- children they are willing to adopt. This aUto_mated system, available to all
adoption.workers, replaced a centralized matching system in 2004.
None of fhe social workers interviewed felt that the Adoption Management

‘System (AMS) was working well.

...before (AMS).... Nobody really knows how that worked, but we

thought it would be good to get the control into the workers’ hands,

but we don’t do what's needed in order to make the matches work

properly. The system is a little wonky....I've tried matching (more

than once) for the same kids and come up with totally different

. families (each time). (Joanna) '
AMS — great idea ..but it basically doesn’t function...It's not just

training — it's (social worker) resistance to working with the system.
(Martha) ' :

The proble_mé théy notedinduded problerhé with coding the needs of |
children and attributes of families and the lack of computef competence amongst
social workers. All agreed that the automatéd system was a good idea but
needed further development to be fully functional. All stated they have no
~ confidence in the Qurrent program. |

Children available for adoption may not be on the system or ‘may be
incorrectly coded, causing a family’s.sociél worker to look past a particular child B
as a match for a family. Sihilafly,,theré may be waiti'ng families who are not on
the system or who may not be considered for a match due to incorrect coding.
One social worker participant noted that no one seemed to know whb was

responsible for data input.-

...you may be missing out on families that are sitting on AMS, that
maybe aren’t coded properly ...(Samantha)
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..nobody seems to be responsible for keeping it up to date..
theory it's a good system but in practice it needs to be tweaked -
it's. not fully functional. (Angela) '

In addition, one social worker participant suggested that the number of
families approved for high special needs was overstated, probably due to

miscoding.

Regionalization

One social worker participant felt that a centralized adoption system was
the preferred model and the move to regionalization regressive. The reasons
cited were differences in po|icies and .procedures between regions and |
cornpetition for resources based on performance. In particular, this participant

noted discrepant policies in the Post Adoption Assistance Program that would "
affect far'nilies adversely if they moved from one region into another that was
more 'stringent in the application of criteria for type and level of pajment. This
participant also spoke about the competitive dynamic that arises as a result of
attaching regional funding to placement statisticsv.

| think we should centralize...We need to have consistent rules
throughout the province... so that families are free to move and we
are free to matches throughout the province...another thing that
happened when we went to regionalization was that we started
counting the amount of placements that you received or made in
your region....(that) translates into FTE positions — and it used to
be that it didn t matter. So ... we stopped placing in other regions ..
started placing in our own region so that we would double up our
numbers. So if one of our workers places a child in my home we
get two points- a child point and a home point...so much for
matching children with the best home for them — it's about matching
them with the best home in your own region... and that's not doing
anyone any good. (Martha) o
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Martha also spoke about resulta’nt tensions between social workers in
~ different regions that compound the problem.

And there is a region where people just won't place — there is a
region I'll never place with again.... (Martha)

Anether social worker participant noted different practices in different
regions but felt that the two regions she spoke about achieved similar results in
4' the number of placements made, despite significantly different approaches to
screening new appllcants
- Welll study everybody BUt one of the other offices in another
‘region screens people out right from step one. If you're not willing
. to look at drug and alcohol exposure, then.. .just the complete
opposite of what we do... and really comes down and really grills
people right from the start. “Are you prepared for this? Are you
prepared for this?” Almost this hard sell approach, and they do still
get families coming through.... taking kids at the same rate... as we
are. So...I don’t know why our outcomes are almost the same.
(Joanna) '
" The pendulum swing between centrallized and decentralized services has
continued for decades. The latest swing to decentralization of child welfare
services in British Columbia followed similar shifts in other jurisdictions, based on
a perceived need to contain spending, a perceived need for greater
accountability, a preference for ecological models, and greater autenomy for the
Aboriginal community. It is also driven by a desire for increased reliance on

communities because of strained capacity and over inclusion. Under centralized

systems, service orientation can be seen as too authoritarian and unwieldy

(Canadian Child Welfare Symposium, 2002)
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BARRIERS RELATED TO THE LEGAL SYSTEM

The legal system was identified by all social worker perticipahts and by
three adopti‘ve applicant participants as a significant barrier to the timely
placemeht of children. | In particular, all believed that there are unn}ecessary

~delays in the termination of parental rights when the Ministry seeks a Continuing

~ Custody Order.

...it often takes years for children to become continuing custody
wards, and therefore they are not eligible for adoption...... and we
have tried a couple of times to approach the court system about
figuring-out ways that they can actually follow through with the time
frames that are in the legislation, but it's been a very very difficult

. thing to do because our courts still look at giving the family many’
many opportunities to show they can parent their child.....before
they issue continuing custody orders...it certainly does impact our
ability to find homes for kids if it takes three years to get a CCO, so
instead of being a sibling group of two and three, they become a
S|bl|ng group of f|ve and six... (George)

Itis important to note that these partlcipants are relating the legal system
as a barrier to adoption to childreh who are not yet in the continuing custody of
the Ministry and not to children who are Iegelly free for adoption. However, there
is a well-established link between fhe age of the child and likelihood and timing of

“an adoption placement; The younger the child, the easier it is to find aﬁ adoptive

home. In this way, the barrier posed by the legal system can extend well beyond

the time it took to obtain the continuing custody order.
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'CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

The goa'l of this study was to describe the views of a small number of
adoptive applicants and social workers about barriérs to adoption for children in
the care of the Ministry of Children and Family Development. Findings confirmed
~ -the existence of barriers and highlighted the _complexity of adoption practice in
planning for children in care. |

Both adoptive applicant participa‘nts and social worker pérticipants agreed |
that barriers to adoption exist. Findiﬁgs were grouped and preséntedunder the
following headings: (1) barriers relating to children, (2) barriers imp‘inging oh
families, (3) barriers relating to sociél worker biaé, .(4) organizational barriers, aﬁd
(5) barriers relating to the legal system. In this chapter, themes that emerged
from the data will be discussed in further detail.

Findings focused more on the data collected in interviews with social
worker participants, a.nd their views may appear fo overshadow the views"c_Jf the
adoptive applicant participants, becéuse social worker participants have
substantially more knowledge about the inner workings of thé Ministry and
specific factors that influence the adoption process for waiting children than do
adoptive applicants. |

Before continuing'_, | think it is important to make a distilnction between
children in the foster care system in British Columbia who are registered for
adoption and those who are not, even though all are in ihe continuing custody of

the Ministry, i.e. parental rights have been extinguished and the Ministry is the
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legal parent. Children who are in the Ministry’s cafe without a continuing custody
order, especially if continuing custody is being sought, comprise a third group.
Barriers to adoption are different for each group and failing to differentiate
between .them when discussing barriers to adoption has the potential to' mask
some of the isédes. That is not to say that there is no commonality regérding 3
~ barriers if we view custody, continuing custody and adoption asa continuum for
| children who come into cére. Barriers encountered at each stagé have a -
significant impact on the ensuing stages. - ’
At the time of writing, there are 6ver 9,000 children in the care of the
‘ MiniStry of Children,and Faﬁwily Development. Appro;(imately half are in
continuing.custody..Of these 4,500 perrﬁanent wards of the government,
approximately 24% or 1,100 are registered for édoption. Over 45% of children in
care are Aboriginal. An analysis of the‘u_nique issues éssociéted with planning
for them is beyond the scope of this paper but | think it is reasonable to assume
that the barriers to adoption that exist for thé general population of children in
care exist and aré intensified for Aboriginal children.
In the pést five years Ministry adqptions ranged from a low of 165 ih 2000
- = 2001 to a high of 348 in 2002-2003. In the last fiscal year (2004-2005) 308
adoption pIaCements‘were made (Ministry of Children and Family Development, |
2005b), a placement rate of approximately 30% of all children registéred for
adoption. This compares favourably with the 38% placement rafe fof foster

children in the United States (Katz 2005). However, these figures are misleading |

about overall adoption rates in that they include only those children who are
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registered for adopt_ion, not the total number of children free for adoption.'When
- the whole popdletion of children legally available for adoption in British Columbia
is considered, the actual placement rates drop to under 7%.

ThIS study largely reports on barriers to adoptlon for ch||dren who are
registered for adoption. However, findings also offer some msrght into barriers to‘ _
adoption for children who are in permanent care and not registered for adoption
‘or who are likely to come into permanent care through a court r)rocess »-
terminating parental rights. |

| The most significant finding of this study is the degree to which it supports
previous research that identifies three themes as explanations for t_he.large, and
: groWing, number of children in care who do not get adopted. The dominant:
| theme is fhat eystemic barriers to adoption are responsible for preventing
children from growing up in permanent families (Katz, 2005; Scarth, 2004; |
Spiers, Duder, Grove, & Sullivan, 2003; Grand 2001; Speirs, Dud'er, Carin,
Lacroix & Mayhew, 1999; Aitken, 1995). |

Although this theme is evident througheut .the findings, it is perhaps best
exemplified when considering the greup of children who are i_n temporary care
and likely to come into permanent care, and best understood from a theoretical
perspective using systems theory. |

From a systemic boint of view; the interdependence and .interac'tion' of the
legal system and the chiid welfare system has an enormous impact on the

provision of services to children. While both systems focus on the best interests

of the child, as defined and as understood by each, the rights and interests of -
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biological families someti‘mes appear to be in com'petition with the long term

7 safety and development needs of children. All social worker pa._rticipants, and
two adoptive applicant participants who were former foster parents, spoke about |
how dela'ys in terminating parental rights affect planning for children. Uncertainty
“about the outcome of contintjing custody applications can affect placement |
‘decisions and obviously affects the length of time the child waits for permanency.
It s well established that the longer children are in care the more likely they are to
have multiple moves and that multiple moves exacerbate their placement needs
(Berrick, Needell. Barth and Jonson-Reid, 1998).-'

o Other issues essociated with eourt processes are _the amount and
cemplexity of the paper work involved and the staff resources re.qui.red to do the B
paperwork and participate in court processes. All social worker participants -
pinpointed resources as the most critical factor in completing the paperwdrk
necessary to register children for}adoption. The fact that enly one out of every
five children Iegally free for adoption is registered for adoption is indicative of a
system that is failing to meet the long term needs of a very significant number of
" children. Itis clear that this has something to do with internal processes and as
such presents a significant systemicA barrier to adoption.

For children who are registered for adoption and waiting, thefe are also a |
number of internal processes at pl.ay that, from a systemic perspective, pose

barriers. Social worker participants spoke about team organization and workloed

issues in particular as impediments to the timely movement of children.
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Workload issues were related to both caseload size and the amount and |
comp|exity of paperwork, both ultimately resource issues.

In additi‘On to systemic barriers, previous research highlights‘the profiles of

. the children themselves (Scarth, 2004; Grand, 2001; Hobbs, Hobbs, & Wynne, )

2000; Avery, 1997), and the lack of suitable adoptive families (Katz, 2005;'Avery,

1999) as significant barriérs to adoption for waiting children. All acknowledge

‘that there are not enough families available. (Katz, 2005; Spiers, Duder, Grove &
‘Sullivan, 2003; Grove, 2001; Barth 1994; Daly and Sobol, 1993). Some contend

' t‘hat families are not willing to adopt older or special needs children, i.e. the

profilés of children are the problem. Others disagree and suggés_t that it is not a
Iack of families willing to adobt these children but. rather systemic barriers
including resources constraints that\ are responsible for the lack of available
families. | |

This research supports both positions. Social workers participants were

~ unanimous in their belief that the profiles of children presented a barrier to their

adoption, élthough they alsd identified syste'mic barriers and resource cénstraints
as factors contributing to the burgeohing'nurhber of waiting children. Adoptive
applicants identified more closely with~ fhe latter position, and opined that
resoUrce constraints and systemic‘bar'ri’ers were the culprits. | |
Regardiess of which position barﬁcipants supported, this research strongly
suggests that families who_come'forwa‘rd to adopt children in the care 6f the

Ministry face formidable challenges proving themselves worthy and capable of

taking on the task of adopting a waiting child. While not exhaustive of the issues,
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I will discuss issues related to families from recruitment through the approval and

matching proceés.

RECRUITING AND R‘ETAINING FAMILIES

All'aocial‘worker participants and three adoptive applicant participants
believed that insufficient attention and resources are devoted to recruitment of
- adoptive families. This is Iaiso a recurring theme in the literature about waiting
~ children (Katz, 2005; Umbach, 2004; Scarth, 2004; Speirs, Duder, Grove &
Sullivan, ‘2003; Grahd, 2001; Grova, 200.1‘). All lament fhe lack of effective
recruitment strategies and confend it is the single most significant barrier to
adobtion for waiting children. ‘. ‘
| Reference was made to a successful B.C. recruitment campaign in 2001 -
that resulted in a sharp increase in adoptioné in t.ha subsequent two fiscal ye‘ars.
Adoptions increased from 165 in the year of the campaign to 244 the next year
and 348 in the following year before leveling off. Adoptiohs decreased in the last
two years ahd_placement rates for the first five months of the current fiscal year
fell to 2001-2002 rates for the same period (Ministry for.ChiIdren and Family

Development, 2005b). | |

AIthdugh there aouldvbe other explanations for the drop in numbers of
adoptions, the drop appears to be directly related to the cessation of thev
campaign as families who were recruited during the campaign would have

completed the approval process and received placements or would now be part

of the pool of waiting families. Two soc’ia| worker participants spoke about the
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backlog of applicants waiting for approval during and after the campaign and

- lamented the lack of current adoptive applicants. -

The literature highlights a number of recruitment strategies that involve
making profiles of waiting children available to potential adoptive parents.
Adoption fairs, fashion shows and Internet photo listings are a few that have

garnered recent attention. Some are restricted to families who have been

‘approved to adopt. Others like Internet photo listings may be available to the

'general public. Opinion is mixed about the ethics of profiling children publicly.

Proponents believe the end justifies the means and finding a permanent family
for a ¢h'ild outweighs any risk involved. Those who are against such tactics decry -

the commodification of children and point to the potential of exposing children tovv ‘

‘predators by putting their pictures in public places.

“In 2003 the province of Alberta launched a website featuring pictures,
biographies and video clips of waiting children (Ferguson, 2004). In the first year

it received 3.5 million hits and increased placement rates 30 %, from 216

. adoptions to nearly 300. Ferguson (2003) reports that the sheer advertising

power of the initiative convinced many observers of its merits. However, in recent
years, other provinces including British Columbia alsb increased adoption
placement rates by 40% or more through aggres'sive advertising campaigns
including T.V. and print media. In 2002 New Brunswick Iaunched a spécial
adoption project and recruitment campaign, the thrust of which was an

awareness and recruitment drive accompanied by the hiring and reassignment of

social workers to work in adoption (Clute, 2005). Clute reports a four-fold
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increase in placements of special needs and older children between March 2002

~ and January 2004.

This would seem to suggest that it is not the campaign itself that is the
determinent of success; it is the fact that there is a campaign in pléce that

counts. While }péssword protected photo listings limit the risks associated with

‘wide public access, the debate about Internet photo listings as a suitable

recruitment tool rages on.

Crediting the-3.5 million website hits as solely responsible for the increase

in adoption rates in Alberta is probably optimistic and simplistic. Alberta’s

“booming economy and the resultant influx of families into the province may well

"be facfors that have influenced placement rates. In addition, it is reasonable to

assume that additional financial .res"ources were allocated to adoption services at
the same time in order to handle the expected increase in interest_in.adopﬁon._
Another point to consider is that at least 99% of the 3.5 million hits did not
result in a placement (although it Ceuld be argued that they may result in future
placements). This should cause pause for anyone who is wondering whom, other

than those interested in adoption, was accessing the site.

WAITING FAMILIES: WAITING CHILDREN

Paradoxically, there are waiting families as well as waiting children.
Despite the lament that there is a lack of families to adopt special needs children,
in British Columbia we have significant numbers of families waiting for

placements. This research suggests that there may be two explanations for this

phenomenon. The first is that families who are not suitable for special needs
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_ placements are approved. The__sec'ond is that the ‘way families and childfén are
matched is not Working. Both pose significant barriers to adoption for both
waiting children and waiting families. |

The problem of approving fémilies who are not_sdited to épecial neéds
adoption |s a practice issue that may be compounded by éocial_ worker bias
reported by all social worker -participanfs.

The Adoption Management System as a tool to assist ip the matching
process has not lived up to expectation.” Social worker participants reported little
bonfidence in the system and 'suggest' it is not accurate, not up to date and
Iafgely ineffective. The other andl perhaps most significant problem_wifh the
current matching system is the level of social worker‘ biés reported by all so.ciall :
worker pénicipanté. |

Notwithstanding the lack of evidence that'non-traditionél fam‘illvies are less
successful at parenting (Coates & Sullivah, 2005; Dorrow, 2‘002),.all social
worker participants fe_lt that'they had less chance of being selécted for a |
placement than did heterosexual couples. D‘éspite the fact that this issue Was
reported as well acknowledged throughout'thé Ministry, all sqcial worker |
participants réported limited success in-changing it.

A thorough examination of this issue is beyond the scope of this paper.
However, there are a few points worfhy of considera_tipn. It could be afgue'd that
the fact that single and gay and lesbian applicants are routinely approved for_

adoption dispels the notion of discrimination against them. However, as noted

above, families not thought suitable for special needs adoptions are approved
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and furthermore, approvel does not guérantee a piacement. Although both
~ traditional and non-traditional families make up the body of waiting families, there
isa persiste‘nt belief among social workers interviewed that single and gay and
lesbian si'ngle and coupled applicants are discriminated against ba'sed on their
marital status ehd sexual orientation. Acco'rding to Coates and Sullivan (2005),
, ‘elthough British Columbia stands out ae a progressiye jurisdiction for gay and_ |
 lesbian parents, “the backlash regarding our increasing eocial legitimacy remains
steadfast” (p. 104). - |
Findings also suggest social workevr bias extends beyond single, gay and
Iesbian app.licants. In the struggle to identify families who will do well with
_'childre‘n who have special pIaCement needs, there appears to be a _Ievel of
subjectivity inherent in the approval process that is strongly suggestive of bias.
Social worker bias was _alsp reported as playing a role i‘n whether or not
children were registered for adobtion. The reason cited was reluctance on the
“part of some guardianship workers to move children who were doing well in their
foster placements. As noted in the previeus section, this is unacceptable praetice
and clearly presents e barrier to adoption.
Although lthey did not relate tHis to bias on the part of social Workers, all
adoptive applicant participants perceived social werkers as having a significant
amount of discretion in the marchihg process and believed that whether or not a |

family received a placement was contingent on the family’s relationship with their

social worker.
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From a theoretical perspective, symbolic in’teréction and cognitive_. fheory' '
~are germane to the issues of social worker bias relating to the apprbval of
families and matching them witﬁ waiting children.

It does hot seem reasonable to accept that sociallworkers in generél are
biased. Education, training and codes of ethics for soc_iélvworkers all emph'asize
the intrinsic worth of the individuai and respect for the blient and fbr pchéss. One
‘pOssibIe explanation for the apparent bias emerging from this étudy is ‘th’at_these
éﬁcial workers are affected by stigma by association. In planning. for qhildren they
may be unknowingly projecting biases they know or believe to exist in the -
general' population, and in particular in some birth families of waiting c.h,ildren.
Fin'ding an ideal family for a particular child potenvtially assugges.and legitimizes :

| their remdval from their birth family that was less than ideal. |

As noted earlier, perception plays a significant role in the literature
regarding waiting children. It is clear frorh this data that the socianl workers
interviewed believe that, in gehéral, families do not Want to adbpt children with
significant special needs. Families on the other hénd did not appear to bel.ieve |

that a child’'s spec_ial needs were a barrier to adoption.

FAMILIES FOR CHILDREN, NOT CHILDREN FOR FAMILIES

The philosophical expression: “We don't find cﬁildren for families, we find

families for children” came up at least once in every interview with social workers.

It is an expression that is in common use in the adoption field and also appears

with regularity in the literature.
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T_he underlying principle in the exp'ression confirms the child as th.é
| }primary client in édoption services. However, one social worker participant fe_It_ '
the expression has become rhétoric and hasilimited‘ use in cdrrent practice,
particularly for éocial workers wbrking with adoptive families as dpposed tb
working w.ith children. | suggest that this is true and may be an example of what
Harvey (1990) calls aesthetics over ethics, giving the appearancé of being
‘correct without conéidering the alternative hypothesis. The essénce of the child
-as the primary client in adoption services is about finding a family that can meet
the child’s needs. This does nbt preclude identifying a child for a particular family
asv Iong'as the family cah meet that child’s needs. The expression We find |
farﬁilies for children, not children for farhilies” has the potential to ‘be exclusionary
| by suggeéting that there should be no personal interest in an adoptive applicant’s
- motivation to adopt. It also downplays or denies the reciprocal natufe,of

appropriate matches.

FOSTER PARENTS

in British Columbia, foster parent adoptions account for approXimatély
30% to 35% of adoptions of children in care each year. Last year that figure
reaéhed 41% (Anhe Clayton, Pérsonal Communication September 23, 2005).
“Katz (2005) reports that in the United States, foster parents a‘cc_ounted_ for over
75% of adoptions in some states and less than 50% in others. It would ap;ijeér
then that foster parents are a sigﬁiﬁcant resource as a pool of potential adopters.
However, as noted in thé findings, all social worker participants and two

adoptive applicant participants identified a financial barrier for foster parents
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considering adoptiﬁg children who live With them. Although most are eligible for
the Post Adoption Assistance Program, funding under that program is not
commensurate with fostering rates and sérvices provided while a child is in care
may cease after adoption. |

Despité tﬁe significant number of foster families who adopt children in their
Care, Katz (2005) cautions against over reliance on this pool of proépective |
| adoptive families. This }eSearch supports this opinion. While foster families in

British Columbia may be resources for many waiting children, it is simply not

possible for foster families to adopt all the children who need permanent h‘omes.
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS

LIMITATIONS |

Wh_ilé this study reports on barriers tovadoption as perceived by the
adoptivé applicants and social workers who participated in the study, it is |
important to recognize its limitations.

Despite tne fat:t that the data .supports previoué research on the tnpic, the
sample size is small. As a result, the views of participants are notgeneraiizable. '
The experiences of adoptive applicants who participéted ‘may vary in significant
ways from other addptivelapplicants_and social workers who participatéd may

“hold views not shared by' their colleagues. |

Another important limitation of the studvy is that it may not adequately
refléct the complexity of the work involved in planning for children in the care -nf
the Ministry. Specifically, it does not address the issue of planning for Aboriginal
children in care, arguably the most notable challenge faced by the Ministry.
Additionally, the structure of the interview guide for social workers may have
elicited responses that emphasized the characteristics of .children and families as

~ barriers as opposed to elit:iting more general respo'nses abbut barriers.
A final issue to cnnsider is my_involvemént in the field of adoption and the
impact that may have had on all participants. Several of thé participants know me

in a professional capacity and their responses may have been influenced by

views they know me to hold. Although my knowledge of adoption contributed to
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the richness of the data, another interviéwer who had no vested interested in the

| topic may have elicited different responses.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
The problem of waiting children in British Columbia is fnulti-faceted and as
}s_uch requireé attention at a number of different levels within the Ministry of |
. Children and Families. The Iégal system appears tojbé a significant barrier to -
adoption when 'parental righfs afe not terminated in a timely manner. It is well
documehtéd that thé placement néeds of children are exacerbated by Ionger‘
periods in care. The extéint to Which the legal sysfem‘ is responsible fér prolonged
periods in care needs to be recognized before it can be addresséd. Ata
| minimum, greater communication and cooperation between the Ministry and the .
legal system is required. |
The two groups of children Iegally available for adoptioh, thpse not
registeied for adoption and those registered, pose different challenges. The
failure to register chi.ldren for adoption when they are legally free to be adopted»ié
a significant problem. Evidence suggests that resource and organizational
issue.s are at fhe heart of the problem. The solutioﬁ lies in a political will to make
a permanent family a reality for every child who needs one. Funding and |
necessary organizational adjustment should follow a 'greater politic'al commitment -
to permanence for Waiting children. In particular, registering children for
adoption, once a Conﬁnuing Custody Order is obtained, should be the first

priority in the child's plan of care unless it can be clearly demonstrated that

adoption is not a suitable plan for the child. In addition, time lines for registering
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children for adoption, once a Conti'nuinngus'tody Order is granted, should be
established

For children who are registered for adoption and'Waiting for families, this
study highlights a number of issues. These include the néed for ongoing and
sustéiﬁed‘recruitm‘ent of families to adopt them, the need to assess and approve
families in a reasonable time frame, and the need to reconsider the way in which
families are selected for placements. |

Recruitment of families could be enhanced in a number of ways. The most

obvious is the reinstatement of funding for a public awareness campaign, such
as.the' one undertaken in 2001, to stimulate interest in waiting ¢hi|d.reh and
incfease the number of adoptive applicants. This.neéds tb be accompanied by_a. |
| strategicfesponse to inquiries from potential adopférs about adoption through
the Ministry. Specifically, sufficient attentidn must be paid to helping families
assess whether or not they might be a resource for a waiting child. In the face of
too few families applying to'addpt, anecdotal evidence suggeéts that families are
discouraged from applying to the Ministry becauée they believe there are ho
children for thefn to adopt or becausé the process is not user friendly. Théré are
_ severél strategies that éould be employed to deal with these issues, including
making changes to how children are profiled to pofential adopters and changes
to the approval process. | o |
One approach thth could be effective is converting the Adoption Bulletin to

an electronic format and ensuring that all children who are.régistéred for adoption

are included. Interested families could peruse the bulletin in a variety of secure
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locations, such as MCFDV offices, the Adoptive Farniliea Association, SNAP and -
, Iicensed adoption agencies. This stiategy would address the concerns’
associated with Internet Photd Listings while offering farnilies an obportunity to
really see the childre_n available for adoption. |
The apprdval process.could be str.eamiinedby making the Adoption
_Education Program available on line. Families could complete the required AEP
| in their own time‘and be homestudy ready without having to wait for courses to
be offered. The Significant personhel resources currently directed td providing
the program in a classroom setting could be directed to compieting homestudies.
o Anpti\er issue that raquires attention is waiting families who have baen
approved to adopt. Having families waiting for placements while ch_ildren wait for
families is an enormous waste of resources. If familie.s are appro\'/ed’, they sh‘oul_dv
have a reasonablé expectation that they will be successful in having a child
placed with them, based on the rangé of needs théy are approved for. Pro_blems
~with the Adoption Mana_gement System should be addressed and attention
directed to' ihe way matching is done,’ including articulating objective selaction

criteria for placements.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

This study largely supports the findings of earlier research on the problein
of waiting children. In addition, the notion of social worker bias emerged as a
‘potential -prgblem in the adoption process, both in the apbroval process and in
seiecting a family for a child. Additional researcn is needed to detarmine if social

worker bias exists, and if it does, what causes it.



- 82

On a broader scale, considéring the importance of the topic, theré }are a

- number of additional areas in which further research is Warranted.

The Iégal system has been identified as a Barriér to the timely plécement |
.- of children When the Ministry is seeking a continuing cusAtody order. If the delays
in terminéting parental rights were eliminated, what would be the irhpact oh
family preservation and other approaches leading to these delays?

Concurrent planning (planning for a child to return homé and plan‘ning for
adoption at the same time, in the event that the child does not refurn home) has
been heralded as an Aéns_wer to timel_y'placement when a continuing custody
order_is' ultimately obtained. Is concurrent planning being used? Does it work? |

There appears to be an increasing relianée on foster families to adopt
children in their care. To what extent do financial considerations impact foster
- parents’ ability to adopt? An analysis of the cost-savings benefits of subsidized - -
adoption could be useful in determining if reliaﬁce on this pdol of families is
warranted or if farther reaching recruitment strategies for adoptive families makes
more sense. | o

In his rebently released reporton B.C.'s child welfare system, Hugheé
.(2006) notes an unmanageable amount of change in the system including a shift
between child protection and farﬁily support as wel‘l as deep budget cuts. What
impact have these had on permanency planning? Cén the effeéts be tracked? -

The socio-politicai context of adoption also offers a wealth of opportunity

to study and understand adoption. The decline in both infant adoption and overall

adoption rates and the proliferation of private practitioners and agencies between
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1970 and 1990 were significant shifts in adoption.‘ To what extent did these shifts
contribute to the growing problem of waiting 'children? Is there a relationship

between the greater acceptance of single parenthood and the increase in the

number 6f waiting children? What role does poverty play in relation to the

' population' of wéiting kids?

The notion of the commodification of children through adoption warrants

~ further examination. The risk of ‘commodification exists simply because adoption

is a cross class transaction, particularly in Intercountry adoptions when first world

citizens adopt third world children. The risk of commodification also exists for

“waiting children as evidenced by the trend to Internet Photo listings and events

“like ad.option fairs.

Another topic worthy of exploration is why prospective adopters chose not -
to applyrto the Ministry to adopt._

. While not exhaustive of aépeéts of adoption that could be researched or

~ studied, these areas of analysis have the potentiél to enhance our understanding

of adoption and improve outcomes for children waiting for permanent homes.

SUMMARY

The findings of this study, although limited by samplé size and scdpe,
support fhe identification of the number of children in’care who are waiting for
fémilies as a significant problem in c‘hild wel_fare. Overall adoption rates are
unacceptably low when the whole population of children legally free for adoption

is considered. A child with a Continuing Custody Order in British Columbia has
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only a one in fifteen chance of‘findirllg a p'ermaneht family through adoptibn. The
| findings confirm ‘the existence of barriers to adoption for.them.

Although a permanent family may not be a reality for évery child in the
'care}of child welfare authorities, there is ample eAvidence to suggest that
permaheﬁt homes for many more waiting children is an éc.:hiev‘able goal. |
Increasing and sustaining public awareness of the plight of waitihg children may

be the necessary first step to the commitment of adequate resources to 'address

‘the problem.
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Appendix 1
INTERVIEW GUIDE

For Social Worker Participahts:

1. Tell me about the work you do in adoption.

2. Have you worked in the adoption program area before or in any other
jurisdiction? If so, what differences do you notice here?

3. Tell me about the children in the Ministry's care that are free for adoption.

4. Have you had any difficulties in placing children for adoption? Can you
describe them for me? What can you do about them?

5. Tell me something about the scope of your practice in resolving this.

6. .Have you approved families for adoption of children in care in the past
year?

, 7. Tell me about those families.

8. Were children placed with these families? If not, why not? If you perceive
a problem what can you do about it? If the family has not received a '
proposal, have you discussed this with the family? If S0, ‘can you tell we
about that discussion? :

9. Do you ever approve families that you and\or your supervisor do not think ¢
are suitable candidates for a special needs placement?

10.Do you perceive barriers to adoption of children in care? If yes, can you
describe them to me? Have you discussed them with your supervisor?- If
s0, can you tell me about that or those discussions?

For Adoptive Applicant Participants:

1. How long ago did you apply to the Ministry to adopt? -

2. Have you started or completed a homestudy? How long did it take you to
complete the documentation process after you applied to the Ministry so
they could start your homestudy?

3. If you had a.-homestudy started or completed, how long did you wait, after
completing the documentation process for your homestudy to start?

4. If your homestudy is completed how long did it take to complete? If your
homestudy is in process, how long has it been in process? What are the
issues and\or outstanding requirements?
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5. If your homestudy is completed,vhave you received a proposal of a child?
Had a child placed with you? How long did it take?

6. If you have not received a proposal, how confident are you that you will be
matched with a child? Have you discussed this with your social worker?
Can you tell me about those discussions? If you haven't dlscussed this
with your social worker, why not?

7. How long do you think it will be before you receive a proposal’? What WI||
you do if you do not receive a proposal?

8. Are you satisfied with the pace of progress? Why or why not?

9. Has the process been satisfactory for you? Why or why not?

10.Do you perceive barriers to .adoption of children in care? If yes, can you
descrlbe them to me?

11. Have you applled to adopt in the past? Tell me about that application.

12.1f you adopted through the Ministry in the past, why did you return to the
© Ministry? ' | '

1.3. Have you adopted outside the Ministry in the past? If so, what were the
differences in the process? ’

" 14.Would you apply to adopt trough the Mlnlstry again? Why or why not?

15.1f you withdrew from the process at which stage they you withdrew and
why? '




