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INTRODUCTION

The Adoption Advice Service provided by Barnardo’s started on the 31 May
1977. ‘This report is intended as a description of that service over the past
fifteen years. It looks at the way the service is provided, and the changing
and developing needs of those who use the service. [texplores briefly, some
of the issues raised and outlines the context in which the service was started

and continues to operate.

Statistics related to the users of the service are included which clearly
demonstrate the increase in the numbers using the service over the fifteen

years and the changes in emphasis over that time.

This report will be of interest to:

(D Practitioners in the area of adoption
2) Policy makers and planners
3) All those with an interest in adoption and fostering.

NORAH GIBBONS
Team Leader

Adoption Advice Service
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SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The face of adoption in Ireland continues to change steadily.  Fewer babics
are available for adoption in Ireland and this trend mirrors the situation in
many developed countries, for example in Sweden the number of Swedish
babies placed is as low as 15 to 20 a year.

Many adoption agencies, i.e. Health Board and Voluntary Societies,
necessarily close their lists for most of the time. Prospective adoptive parents
face a long wait to be accepted onto an agency list and for an increasing
number, adoption will not be possible.

Interest in intercountry adoption escalated in Ireland over the last three years
largely because of the availability of Romanian children for adoption. It is not
clear whether this trend will continue. The trend towards family adoptions is
growing significantly and this looks set to continue. Is our present adoption
law the best way to give legal permanency to new family units?. How will
this be affected by any prospective divorce legislation?.

More is known about the need for adopted children to have information about
their family of origin. Adoptive parents need access to post adoption
counselling to help with some of the extra tasks involved in being an adoptive
parent. Telling the child about their roots, coping with their child’s possible
feelings of rejection for example as they come to terms with two families can
be difficult for parents. The adopters themselves can find that old feelings
related to their loss of fertility can resurface at this time and again later when
their adoptees seek to find their roots.

Ireland has not followed the path of Scotland, England, Wales and Northern
Ireland in giving adopted people the right of access to their birth records.
Increasingly adopted people are seeking this information and parents who
placed children for adoption in the past are coming forward to ask if they
know how their children have fared and/if can they meet them. We must
respond to the needs of past consumers of our adoption practices in a positive
way. One way to do this is the establishment of an adoption conract register
with counselling available to all parties.




SECTION 1 BARNARDO’S ADOPTION ADVICE SERVICE
Background

The Adoption Advice Service was established as a response to the perceived
need for an independent adoption advice service to provide a central focus for
anyone with a problem related to adoption.

Barnardo’s felt it was in a good position to offer this service. Due to its work
with families and with fostering and adoption agencies, information had been
accumulated concerning policy, practice and the law. However Barnardo’s
did not directly place children for adoption or have the perceived power of
adoption agencies to place or not to place a child. Neither did it have to
power to give or withhold personal information.

The aim of the Adoption Advice Service was to complement existing adoption
services - to provide information about those services and to help those who
felt unable to use them or were unsure as to where they might get the help
they required.

For a full history of the service, readers may wish to read

"The Adoption Advice Service Dublin " - The first Ten Years 1977 - 1987 by
Laetitia Lefroy available from Barnardo’s. Detailed statistics for each year
1977 - 1992 are also available from Barnardo’s.

How the service operates

In 1977 a ’phone-in service was offered and has continued to be available
every Tuesday from 2.00 - 6.30p.m. It has a special telephone number which
is answered directly by one of the Adoption Advice Service social workers at
this time. If Adoption Advice Service calls are received other than during the
phone-in time the caller is usually asked to phone again when the Service is
operating. Interviews are arranged by appointment.

Some callers do not wish to identify themselves. Names are recorded where
relevant and agreed, and it has been noted by those providing the service that
an increasing number of callers tend to identify themselves. They are assured
of complete confidentiality.




Records and Statistics

Every initial contact, whether telephone call, letter or personal interview, is
recorded on an initial referral form, is given a number and filed in numerical
order. Subsequent calls, correspondence or interviews are recorded and
attached to the referral form. The practice of careful recording has enabled
us to compile statistics during the past fifteen years which highlight major
issues and changing trends over the years.

12,673 contacts have been made with the service since it opened in 1977.

Callers to the service are categorised as follows:

Category 1: Those wishing to adopt;
People enquiring about becoming Adoptive/Foster
parents

Category 2: People who have adopted/fostered;

Category 3: Those who have been adopted/fostered;

Category 4: Parents of children who have been adopted/fostered;

Category 5: Birth Mothers expecting or who have already had a
child;

Category 6: Miscellaneous;

Student and general adoption enquiries

Many of our callers i.e. Categories 2, 3 and 4 are the past consumers of
adoption services from a variety of agencies and countries and we all have
much to learn from their experience.




New callers to the service

In the year from 2 April 1991 - 31 March 1992 909 new callers contacted the
service. Diagram I, page 10 shows how the number of new callers to the
service has developed since 1977.

New callers can come to the service in a variety of ways. Most initial
contacts are by telephone.

Of the 909 new callers in 1991 - 1992, 632 contacted the service by
telephone, 250 made contact by letter and 27 made contact by calling to the
office. Most new callers contact the service themselves but some are referred
by other agencies or professionals.

Diagram 2, page 11 is a breakdown of the category of each new caller to the
service.
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SECTION II - ISSUES AND TRENDS IN ADOPTION - WHAT WE
HAVE LEARNED FROM SERVICE USERS

Category | - Those wishing to adopt or foster
The changing pattern of adoption in Ireland

The pattern of adoptions in Ireland has changed greatly since 1977. In 1977,
1127 adoption orders were made. Of these 104 orders were made in respect
of family adoptions, e.g. relative.

In 1990, 660 adoption orders were made, 268 in respect of family adoptions
and 380 in respect of non family adoptions. (See Appendix III).

The number of adoption orders made has halved and the balance between
family and non family adoptions has shifted radically.

A steady number of people wishing to enquire about adoption or fostering
continues to contact the service. Before approaching the service some people
in this category have previously contacted one or more adoption agencies (i.e.
Adoption Societies and Health Boards). Couples report that they often find
it difficult to get a professional person to discuss the different aspects of
adoption with them and are often simply told "our lists are closed". Callers
in this category have questions about eligibility for adoption, ways to approach
adoption agencies, queries about their suitability in terms of religious practice,
status of ’second marriages’ etc. The staffin the Adoption Advice Service are
able to answer these queries and also to offer callers an opportunity to
acknowledge their feelings of frustration, anger and pain. A leaflet explaining
adoption in more detail is sent to callers on request together with a booklist.
Counselling appointments are offered where appropriate. Some of the major
issues that frequently arise for people in this category are as follows:

Infertility - This is an issue for many people and we are saddened to learn that
the Infertility Support Group has recently closed. There is a great need for
a comprehensive infertility counselling service. As fewer children are
available for adoption, there is a need to help couples considering a future
without children. Clearly when people discover that they have an infertility
problem they need to be helped to come to terms with their understandable
grief before they are ready to consider the implications of adoption or
fostering.

Step-parent adoptions - Another issue for people in this category is family and
step-parent adoptions. Figures released by the Adoption Board for 1990
(latest available report) show that of the 648 adoption orders made, family
adoptions accounted for 268 orders of which 232 orders were made in favour
of the child’'s natural mother and husband. This is similar to the trend in
England where of the 7,000 annual adoptions, over half are now by step
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parents. The Adoption Advice Service staft are contacted by an increasing
number of people who want to enquire about step-parent adoptions. The area
of step-parent adoptions is complex and one can expect that the numbers will
increase as more single mothers keep their children. In the area of step-parent
adoptions, the family may not receive the full benefit of counselling that is
available to couples adopting children from outside their families. However
the issues involved for both the child and the new adopting parent are, if
anything, more complex.

Furthermore in the context of any future divorce legislation one can envisage
that more children from previous marriages might be considered for adoption.
Under present legislation children born within marriage can only be adopted
in very limited circumstances. In other countries where divorce is recognised
e.g. U.K. the number of step-parent adoptions in second marriages has
increased. There has always been a concern that this might not be the best
way to consider the needs of children and parents in new family units. A
working party to look at the best way of offering new family units legal
recognition would be beneficial. Any legal solution needs to bear in mind the
importance of ongoing contact with the other parent for the child. Contact
with grandparents and extended family should also be maintained where
possible. The staff of the Adoption Advice Service aim to produce a leaflet
on the area of step-parent and family adoption in the coming year.

Private or mothers own placements.

Again from the figures contained in the Adoption Board 1990 report, 20 such
orders where granted for the year 1990. The complex issues raised by
adoption need to be fully understood and whilst such adoptions are still legal
here, it has been recommended on a number of occasions that this practice
should cease. (see Report of the Review Committee on Adoption Services 8.9
- Government Publications May 1984). The practice of direct placement
makes it difficult to ensure that everyone concerned is fully aware of the
nature and responsibilities that adoption imposes. When our service is
contacted by one or other of the parties considering a private placement we
offer counselling as appropriate. The social workers employed by the
Adoption Board are also involved in counselling but this service is often only
availed of after the baby is placed and an application to adopt has been
lodged.

Intercountry adoption

The service saw a huge increase in enquiries about intercountry adoption in
year 1990 - 1991. This reflected the situation in Romania at that time. Of
the 432 callers in 1991, 271 expressed an interest in intercountry adoption.
During the year 1991 - 1992 we dealt with 113 such enquiries. The Foreign
Adoption Act 1991 has done a great deal to answer many of the queries in this
area. However the Adoption Advice Service staff are concerned that unless
the resources are given to the Health Boards, which are charged with carrying
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out home study reports for the purpose of this Act, resentments will build up
and people will seek circuitous routes around the legislation. Obviously the
preparation process for families who want to adopt from abroad should be the
same as for families adopting in [reland. In addition families seeking to adopt
from abroad need help to consider the implication of rearing a child from a
difterent cultural background.

Irish children needing family placement

There is a great number of children needing families in Ireland who may not
be available for adoption but who need long term foster families. As the trend
of adoption practice is towards increasing openness the concept of shared
parenting implied in long term fostering could be further investigated with
couples making enquiries about adoption. The lack of legal permanency could
be a bar, but these are issues that should be looked at if the needs of children
in care are to be met and to become the primary focus of our services.

Category 2 -People who have adopted/fostered
"Telling" and the adopted child

The proportion of callers from this category who use the service has remained
consistently small. However we have had an increase in enquiries in this
category for the year 1991-1992. For example, during the year 1990-1991,
38 people in this category contacted us whilst 61 did so in the year 1991-
1992. Sometimes callers want to discuss the possibility of adopting a second
child and are having problems because of the long waiting lists and the
lowering of the age limits. By far the greatest number of enquiries in this
category come from people who want to discuss in detail telling their child
about the fact that they are adopted. We are pleased to report that most
callers who contact us in this category want to be sure their child has a good
understanding about his adoption. We have compiled a list of books
explaining adoption, both for parents and children.

Another area of concern for adoptive parents is that of behaviour difficulties
with their child. Whilst many of these difficulties would be encountered in
normal parent/child relationships, some of them appear to be related to the
fact of adoption. From our experience it is clear that being an adopted parent
encompasses many and all of the tasks that being a biological parent involves
and that there are additional tasks for the adoptive parent. These need to be
recognised by all the professionals dealing with adoptive parents whilst not
being overstated. For instance over recent years it has become clear that for
some adopted children, the question (as they perceive it) of "rejection” by
their birth parents, can cause difficulties in relation to their identity even at an
early age. Adoptive parents need to be helped understand this and help the
child deal with his changing teelings over the years.
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