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MESSAGE FROM
THE ADOPT CHANGE CEO

There is a crisis in Australia – an increasing number of
children are unable to live with their birth families, and yet
the majority of them are not finding permanency.
In Australia alone, there are over 30,000 children
who have been living away from their birth parents
for over two years, with many of them moving too
many times, missing out on having a permanent
place to call home. Instead, these children experience
a range of negative outcomes during childhood and
in later life including difficulties with education
and relationships, poor health, early pregnancy and
homelessness. And while there are many families
wanting to provide a permanent, loving and safe
home for these children, there are a myriad of
roadblocks and barriers keeping these potential
families apart. There are a number of steps that need
to be taken to provide children with genuine security,
healthy attachments and practical permanency.
In many more cases, adoption would provide this
option to children, who, instead, are condemned to
a childhood in limbo, having their rights denied.
This research recognised that there were many
conversations being had around the low number
of adoptions in Australia contrasted with the high
number of children in Australia needing permanency
who instead were often bouncing through the out
of home care system with detrimental results. There
is also a high number of children globally who are
orphaned. Yet there were few concrete answers
available indicating what the barriers are, that are
stopping prospective adoptive parents from providing
permanency for these children. Was it financial
limitations, attitudes to adoption in the system, lack
of knowledge? We decided to identify some of these
barriers, nationally, and on a jurisdiction basis.
As permanency and adoption in their current forms
in Australia garners a range of views, we also
examined attitudes towards alternatives to adoption
– including guardianship and permanent care orders.
With over 1,000 survey participants, we are greatly
appreciative of the time that prospective and
current adoptive parents put into providing valuable

information on their experience, to work towards
improving the situation in Australia for children
who, far too often, experience impermanence
and injustices.

The report uncovered crucial insights into what
the barriers to adoption are. This means that where
appropriate, these barriers can be addressed, allowing
more children to have a permanent, loving and safe
family home. The research results also make it clear
that there are a high number of potential adoptive
parents who are very passionate and committed
to pursuing the option of providing children with
permanency, despite the uphill battles they confront,
and the marathon lengths of time they spend on
the journey. The fact that so many of those surveyed
persist for so long and through multiple barriers
(including those which can be highly personal and
unjustified, or the mere complexity and overwhelming
nature of the process), is a testament to their
commitment to children. Many respondents spoke
of their desire to provide a child with a permanent,
loving home, and a large portion already had a child
in their care who wanted to be adopted or at least
have some form of permanency.
This report is yet another reminder that we are
failing some of our most vulnerable – children, and
more frighteningly, often those who have already
suffered traumas, grief and loss. We must hear their
voices in this. We have families who are offering
them what they need, and so we must conduct this
process with the highest of ethics and the greatest due
diligence, but we must no longer stand in the way of
keeping and bringing families and children together.

RENÉE CARTER
Chief Executive Officer
Adopt Change
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Barriers to adoption are withholding from children the permanency
and sense of belonging they are entitled to. No child should have a
loving family withheld from them, and no one who is caring enough
to embrace the challenges of adopting should be faced with so many
unnecessary barriers.

KEY FINDINGS

The adoption terrain in Australia is rapidly changing. While child protection
policies vary greatly from jurisdiction to jurisdiction in Australia, there are
strong indications in some states that open adoption is being actively explored
as a way to provide emotional safety, security and permanency for children
who can no longer live with birth parents. This study seeks to make a vital
contribution to the current debate on adoption, and it does so at a vitally
important time.

Though research on open adoption is growing, there remain significant gaps in
the evidence base. A range of practice initiatives in out of home care (OOHC)
sectors are now emerging to reduce barriers to adoption amongst birth parents.
Early conversation models which are argued to lift birth parent understanding
of the full range of permanency options to be explored (including adoption) are
currently being rolled out by practitioners across the state of NSW. Changing
the funding arrangements with agencies subcontracted to arrange and manage
OOHC placements is also widely acknowledged as necessary. Policy makers
are becoming increasingly aware that agencies must be required to do more
to deliver genuine permanency outcomes for children. An increasing number
of research, information and training initiatives in NSW in particular, are
seeking to eliminate resistance to adoption amongst frontline staff in the child
protection sector. In all of this activity however, the views of prospective
adoptive parents on adoption remain greatly under-represented. This paper
enhances understanding of adoption in Australia by looking more closely at the
views of those who can offer unique insights on the process of adoption and the
challenges associated with it – prospective adoptive parents.
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OVER

80%

FOUND THE
PROCESS &
INFORMATION
COMPLEX AND
OVERWHELMING

The study findings show that not only do prospective adoptive parents
(PAPs) in Australia face barriers to adoption, these barriers are complexly
interconnected. A summary of key findings arising from this study are
outlined below.
■■ The vast majority of PAPs (over 80 per cent) indicate that the process
and information surrounding adoption is complex and overwhelming.
■■ PAPs face a bewildering set of options in exploring adoption and
permanency options for children. More than half of all respondents
(56.6 per cent) state that they had experienced unexplained delays
during the process.

■■ The reasons for considering adoption can also vary greatly from family
to family. Perhaps one of the most interesting findings of the study
challenges prevailing myths about people wishing to adopt. Traditional
stereotypes of PAPs would suggest that prior fertility problems is a prime
motivator for adopting, yet the qualitative commentaries provided by
survey participants suggest that a wide range of factors can inform and
inspire the desire to adopt a child.

OVER

56%

EXPERIENCED
UNEXPLAINED
DELAYS

■■ The majority of PAP respondents to this survey report feeling
ambivalent towards the agencies with whom they have dealt regarding
matters of fostering and adoption. Less than one third of all respondents
(32.9 per cent) said they would characterize their support agency
as being “highly supportive”, while almost one quarter express
disagreement with this statement. It is interesting to note that almost
half feel completely ambivalent about the foster care or adoption agency
with whom they have dealt (c.44 per cent neither agree nor disagree that
their agency is supportive).
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■■ The data also highlights PAP preferences surrounding adoption, and
suggests that most people considering adoption are flexible and not
committed to exploring only one road towards adoption. More than
two thirds of PAPs surveyed (68 per cent) show favorable responses to
the notion of a local adoption, more than half (58.2 per cent) indicate
they would be receptive to an intercountry adoption, just over half
of PAPs surveyed (50.5 per cent) would adopt from OOHC if given
the opportunity.

■■ This data also gives some insight to the careful and at times pragmatic
decision making which forms part of the road to permanency for
children who can no longer live with birth family. Amongst PAP
respondents who already have children in their care under a protection
and care order, more than 80 per cent have come to be in these families
via the foster/OOHC system, with only a very small proportion coming
to families via other means (eg kinship care). While just over two thirds
of these PAP respondents said they knew the child for whom they cared
would like to be adopted, it is clear that families faced challenges in
achieving this specific outcome. Amongst parents/carers already caring
for children under a protection order, the majority (72.2 per cent) are
also open to other forms of permanency orders for their children, as an
alternative to a legal adoption.

■■ An important overarching finding to emerge from this research identifies
that feelings about adoption for PAPs and carers are far from static
and can change over the course of the adoptive journey. Some key
factors seem to be associated with these shifts in perception. Firstly,
the individual circumstances of the child in care can alter or change
the course of permanency and adoption decision making by PAPs.
Secondly, the changing circumstances of PAPs themselves can alter or
re-direct decision making around permanency and adoption. Thirdly,
the issue of adoption and Australia’s First Peoples evoked some powerful
commentaries from PAPs and this represents an important issue which
requires deep consideration by those working in the child protection and
adoption sector. Finally, the findings of this study highlight how barriers
to adoption can also be compounded when multiple challenges converge.
■■ The paper also suggest that any consideration of the barriers to adoption,
which are often characterised as universal and generic, might be more
usefully re-cast as stage-specific barriers. The insights provided by
PAPs in the context of this study certainly suggest that specific barriers
typically arise at critical points in the adoption journey. For the
purposes of this study, early barriers, mid-way point, and finalisation
barriers are used as a construct to consider and reflect on barriers for
PAPs in particular.
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OVER

50%

WOULD ADOPT
FROM OOHC

OVER

68%

WOULD ADOPT
FROM LOCAL
ADOPTION

OVER

58%

WOULD
ADOPT FROM
INTERCOUNTRY
ADOPTION

Alla and her husband are a professional couple
in their 30s*. Alla volunteered in child welfare
as a young adult, which made her aware of the
vulnerability of children in the care system. This
led her and her husband to want to adopt for
altruistic reasons. They have found trying to work
out what route to take to be a frustrating and
confusing process.
As Alla discovered, there is no central point where
a prospective adoptive parent can find information
about all the different types of adoption and identify
which option might best suit their situation. Alla
spent hours over months in making telephone
calls and searching agency websites before she
understood that the different type of adoption
are managed by different agencies and that the
processes and expectations are very different for
each type of adoption and each agency and even
each program within each agency. She looked for
avenues by which she might speak to someone
who had adopted but found that unless you already

have connections with adoptive parents, there
isn’t an easy way to do this. Even the few Facebook
adoption groups that exist are specific to the type
of adoption.
Alla and her husband eventually decided that they
would pursue intercounty adoption. They had hoped
that they might be able to adopt from the Eastern
European country that Alla comes from, but this was
not possible. Currently they are considering which
country they might apply for but are struggling to
understand why active adoption programmes are
with developed countries like South Korea, Hong
Kong and Taiwan while developing countries with
many institutionalised children, are not available
as option. Although Alla and her husband have been
together for five years, they have only been married
for one and this reduces their options. Just working
out where to start with an adoption has proved
very challenging.
* Identifying details have been amended to allow for privacy of those involved

CASE STUDY

EVEN WORKING OUT
WHERE TO START IS
A BARRIER
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This paper looks closely at the composition and profile of
Australians who self-identify as prospective adoptive parents
(PAPs), and examines their experiences in exploring the adoption
of a child.

The analysis is organised into four main sections including:
■ an examination of PAPs perspectives on the adoption journey
and the concept of adoption;
■ individual motivations to adopt;
■ PAP perspectives on current barriers to adopt in Australia; and
■ reflections on the barriers which might arise at different stages
of the adoption process for PAPs.

BACKGROUND

In 2016 Adopt Change commissioned research to explore the nature and
composition of supports that might be needed by adoptive families and
children after an adoption has been finalised. The research highlighted
that a complex set of factors underpin family and agency engagements
around adoption, and that there is a significant gap in the research
surrounding barriers to adoption.

Two core goals for future research clearly emerged. Firstly, more research
on the barriers to adoption in Australia is desperately needed. Secondly, the
voice of prospective adoptive parents must be better represented in research
studies on adoption. Prospective adoptive parents, in particular, are uniquely
placed to offer valuable insights on adoption and the effectiveness of the
processes associated with its implementation.
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METHODOLOGY

This study was conducted by Adopt Change from May to August 2017.
An online survey instrument was designed to gather information and
attitudinal insights from adults who have considered or who are pursuing
the adoption of a child. The instrument is unique in the context of adoption
and child protection research for two reasons. Firstly, the instrument
has been developed with an exclusive focus on capturing the views of
prospective adoptive parents (who have been engaged in the process
in the last seven years from interest stage through to commencing the
process), and adoptive parents (who have adopted within the last seven
years). Secondly, the instrument allows carers and parents to comment
on the full spectrum of the adoption journey from the very beginning
(the enquiry stages), the middle (stages at which parents develop deeper
meanings of permanency and negotiate and confront often complex
administrative realities and processes) and at the legal finalisation of
an adoption and beyond.
In total, 1,053 participants completed the online survey. An invitation to
participate was distributed to those with an interest in adoption via social
media channels, Adopt Change online community forums and webpages
hosted or administered by Adopt Change. Emails inviting participation
were also sent to active members of Adopt Change’s mailing lists.

SCOPE AND TERMINOLOGY

For the purposes of this study, the term Prospective Adoptive Parent is
used as a broad descriptor for the respondents and includes people at any
stage of the adoptive process (from the very earliest to the very final stages).
For reasons of brevity and readability, the abbreviation of Prospective
Adoptive Parent (PAP) is used throughout.
It is also important to note that the responses are slightly skewed towards
commentaries surrounding permanency and adoption for children within
Australia including from OOHC.
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ANALYSIS
AND FINDINGS
Participant overview

This section will briefly outline some key characteristics of the survey
population. Table 1 supplies social and demographic information and
profiles respondents using four core features: gender; age; marital status;
and state of residence.
Table 1 Social and demographic profile of respondents
Respondent characteristic (n=1053) s

%

Gender
Female
Male

93
7

Age (years)
18-28

29-38

39-48
49-58

59 and over

5.6

35.1

43.5

13.6

OVER

78%

WERE 29-48YRS
OF AGE

2.1

State (primary residence)
NSW

35.4

QLD

18

VIC

21.4

WA

10.3

ACT

4.1

SA

TAS
NT

7.4

2.2
1.3

Marital status
Married

70.8

De facto

8.4

Single
Other

8

19

2

OVER

70%

OF RESPONDENTS
WERE MARRIED

Survey respondents are predominantly female (93 per cent),
over three quarters are aged between 29-48 years old
(78.6 per cent), and more than one third of all respondents
are residents of NSW. Just over 70 per cent of the survey
respondents are married. This profile is generally consistent
with the profile of known characteristics typically associated
with adoption.
NSW has the biggest population of any state, and is widely
acknowledged to be the most receptive state in Australia to
adoption as a form of permanency for children in OOHC.
It is unsurprising that interest in adoption would be greater
in this state. The majority of Adopt Change’s online
community are female, and the large female representation
in the survey respondents reflects this.
TOTAL

1,053

Survey participants
per State/Territory

SURVEY
PARTICIPANTS

14
108

78

189
373
43
225
23
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Understanding the phases of the adoption journey
from an adoptive parent’s perspective

This section highlights that families who broadly self-identify as
‘interested in adopting a child’ can comprise people who may be at vastly
different stages of the adoptive process. As the following discussion will
demonstrate, people considering the adoption of a child face a unique set
of milestones and assessment checkpoints, which in turn come with unique
responsibilities, challenges, personal reflections, and legal obligations.
At each stage of this journey, prospective adoptive parents consider and
reflect on the role they will, or might already be playing as parents, and
seek to reflect and make meaning of these experiences.
For the purposes of this study it is useful to consider the adoptive
journey taken by adoptive parents as comprising three stages: early;
mid-way; and finalisation. Table 2 outlines data findings on these stages
of the adoptive process.
Table 2a Current status as Prospective Adoptive Parent (PAP)
Current stage of adoptive process

%

Early stages
Interested in adoption

Have made enquiries regarding adoption

27.9

26.1

Mid-way stages
Part way through an adoption process

Approved to adopt, awaiting placement
Have ceased an adoption process

7.7

4.2
6.6

Finalisation stage
Have adopted
Other

15.8
11.6

The pool of respondents surveyed for this study indicate that just over
half (54 per cent) are in the early stages of adoption, which may include
any activities associated with having an initial interest in adoption
(eg background researching, information gathering), or may include
progression to the enquiry steps for an adoption (eg making first contact
with an agency). Just under one in five respondents (18.5 per cent)
indicate that they are in the midst of an adoption process, with PAPs
using a diverse range of labels to describe their experience at this point.
A minority of respondents to this study indicate that they are at the
finalisation stage of an adoption, with 15.8 per cent indicating that they
parent children whom they have legally adopted. It is also important to
note that sometimes adoptions may be commenced, or be considered,
but ultimately not proceed. In the context of this study, a very small
proportion (6.6 per cent) indicate that this had been the case for them.
10

54%

OF RESPONDENTS
WERE IN THE
EARLY STAGES
OF ADOPTION
(INTERESTED
OR ENQUIRING)

Table 2b Current status as Prospective Adoptive Parent (PAP)
by State (number of people)
Stage
Interested

Made enquiry
Part way

Approved and
waiting placement
Ceased

Have adopted
Other

TOTAL

ACT

NSW

NT

QLD

SA

TAS

VIC

WA

9

70

2

54

32

7

53

38

5

46

1

8

1

0

7

5

0

9

2

6

68

1

40

340

13

2
5

80

18

49

4

54

4

58

19

8

7

9

2

3

18

10

4

30

13

168

69

20

201

97

2

12

2

13

14

16

2
6

2
0

19

26

6
9

Table 3 Current agency registration status of PAPs
Not registered at all
Foster care agency
Government departmen
Adoption agency (NGO)

Status
Not registered at all

48.2

Government department

21.3

4.8%

Foster care agency

21.3%

Adoption agency (NGO)

REGISTRATION 48.2%

25.7%

%
25.7
4.8

The survey also explored the mechanisms which PAPs use to engage
with and understand the issue of adoption. Table 3 highlights that almost
half of PAPs surveyed for this study were not formally registered with
an adoption agency or child protection organisation (either NGO or
government) at the time of the survey. Just over one quarter of respondents
were registered with a foster care agency (25.7 per cent) and just over one
in five were registered with a government department as a carer/PAP.
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The survey also sought to document (broadly) the preferences of PAPs
towards types of adoption. Respondents were asked to indicate whether
any or all of the following modes of adoption were an option they would
consider (see Table 4).
Table 4a Profiling adoption preferences amongst PAPs
Open to adopting from the following categories

%

Mode of adoption
Local

68

Intercountry

58.2

OOHC

50.5

Children with special needs

17.9

Sibling groups

41.2

Relative or step parent association

9.1

Age groups for adoption
Newborn (0-2 years)

National
Intercountry
Local
From OOHC

Relative/step parent
Special needs
Sibling group

633
542
470
384

85

Infant (3-5 years)

75.8

Primary school (6-12 years)

40.5

Adolescent (13-18 years)

16.3

167
85

Table 4b Profiling adoption preferences amongst PAPs
by state (%):
Type

ACT NSW

Intercountry

47.5 48.51 64.29 72.12 76.12 70.00 60.00 53.19

Local

From OOHC

Relative/step parent
Special needs

Sibling group

TOTAL
(number of responses)

NT

QLD

SA

TAS

VIC

WA

55.00 55.95 71.43 77.58 61.19 80.00 80.00 76.60

55.00 59.23 28.57 43.03 44.78 45.00 44.10 52.13
2.50

8.33

7.14

9.70 11.94

0.00 13.85

4.26

12.50 12.50 14.29 20.61 20.90 25.00 23.59 20.21

35.00 33.93 42.86 53.94 43.28 50.00 43.08 43.08
40

336

14

165

67

20

195

94

More than two thirds of PAPs surveyed (68 per cent) show favorable
responses to the notion of a local adoption, more than half (58.2 per cent)
indicate they would be receptive to an intercountry adoption, just over half
of PAPs surveyed (50.5 per cent) would adopt from OOHC if given the
opportunity. Over one third of respondents (41.2 per cent) indicate that
sibling-connected adoptions are an important priority in shaping adoption
preferences. Almost 18 percent of PAP respondents indicated they would
consider adopting a child with special needs.
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OVER

75%

WOULD ADOPT
3-5 YEAR OLDS

Understanding the motivation to adopt
YES

NO

41.6%

The initial trigger or inspiration for a PAP to begin an adoption journey
is often linked to very specific experience/s or events. The tabulated data
below and the qualitative discussion to follow highlights how diverse the
motivations for adoption can be.
Table 5 Understanding motivation and inspiration to
adopt children

HAVE
BIOLOGICAL
CHILDREN

Feature

58.4%

Primary carer has prior experience as an adoptee themselves
No

Yes

Has biological children

21%

No

Yes

HAVE
ADOPTED
CHILDREN

Has already adopted children
79%

No

Yes

Is currently caring for children on a care and protection order
(OOHC, guardianship, kinship placement or other)
No

32.8%

HAVE
CHILDREN IN
CARE THROUGH
OTHER ORDERS
67.2%

Yes

%
93.7
6.3
%

58.4
41.6

%

79
21

67.2

32.8

The vast majority of PAPs are not adoptees themselves (93.7 per cent).
Approximately one in five PAPs surveyed indicate that they had adopted
a child previously (21 per cent). Almost one third of the survey respondents
(32.8 per cent) are caring for a child on another kind of protection/care order.

13

The data outlined above demonstrate that the reasons for considering
adoption can vary greatly from family to family. Perhaps one of the most
interesting findings of the study challenges prevailing myths about people
wishing to adopt. Traditional stereotypes of PAPs would suggest that prior
fertility problems is a prime motivator for adopting, yet the qualitative
commentaries provided by survey participants suggest that a wide range
of factors can inform and inspire the desire to adopt a child. A few quotes,
emblematic of these diverse experiences, are provided below to illustrate.
"Three of my brothers and one of my cousins are all adopted."
"My Mum was adopted in 1943, just a few months after she was born. It wasn’t until
she was terminally ill in 2008 that we started the process of finding out about her
biological family. I have been blessed with just one child, but feel the call of a 2nd,
and because of my Mum’s experience of being adopted, have been thinking about
taking this path."

The qualitative commentaries provided by PAPs also highlight that, even when
infertility forms part of the motivation to adopt, there are a complex array of
factors which shape feelings about adoption. Decisions to pursue adoption are
often made, and indeed shaped by, eligibility criteria surrounding adoption at
the state level, and this in turn is shaped by the changing circumstances within a
family as well. As these two interviewees explain:
"Once you fall pregnant in [state identifier removed] your case is closed till your
child is two, we have a 3 year old, then had a miscarriage and now pregnant again.
So cannot proceed until our next child is 2".
"Having to complete IVF before starting process"”

Or as this interviewee notes, the motivation to adopt may be initially shaped
by an inability to have biological children, but may also be informed by
many other experiences as well. In the following case, caring for children
through the OOHC system had shaped this PAP’s decision to pursue
adoption, just as much as any existing fertility challenges.
"We cannot have our own biological children and have been fostering for 6 years".

The study also explored perceptions of adoption amongst the
sub-population of survey respondents who are already caring for children
under a protection and care order. These responses are particularly
interesting because they highlight the diverse journeys which families
take in seeking to provide permanency and stability for children already
in their care. Table 6 distills the responses, and a summarised analysis
is provided below.
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"VOLUNTEERING
WITH A
CHILDREN’S
HOME IN A
PARTICULAR
CULTURE WAS
THE INITIAL
TRIGGER."

Table 6 Views of adoption amongst families who currently have
children under care order residing in their home
YES

NO

27.8%

WOULD
CONSIDER
GUARDIANSHIP
OR PC
72.2%

Feature
Would you consider guardianship or permanent care (PC)
for children in your care instead of adoption?
No

Yes
How did the child or children come to
be in your care?
Through foster care
Other

Kinship care

They are my step child
Does the child in your care want to be adopted?
Yes

Not sure
Maybe
No

%
(n=299)
27.8

72.2
(n=295)
81

11.9

6.4
0.7

(n=290)

63.5

26.2

10
.3

This data gives some insight to the careful and at times pragmatic decision
making which forms part of the road to adoption for a family. Amongst
respondents who already have children in their care under a protection
and care order, more than 80 per cent have arrived at this point via the
foster/OOHC system, with only a very small proportion coming to families
through other means (eg kinship care). In addition, amongst parents/carers
already caring for children under a protection order, the majority (72.2 per
cent) are open to other forms of permanency orders for their children, as
an alternative to a legal adoption. Qualitative commentaries provided by
these respondents (PAPs who indicate a willingness to explore permanency
options other than adoption) offer important insights on the powerful bond
between PAPs and the children in their care. Two strong themes emerged
from a qualitative analysis of these commentaries. PAPs talk of the need to
provide permanency for the children for whom they care, and to create and
affirm a sense of belonging for children as well. The following comments
evocatively describe the overarching importance of permanency and
belonging for children, from a PAP’s standpoint.
"I would LOVE anything that gives the kids the right to stay here permanently and
have known stability".

"BECAUSE WE
LOVE HIM, AND
HE LOVES US".

"I don’t care what they call it, just make the placement permanent. The court has
already ruled they’ll never go back to parents, no family is willing to take them so
why can’t we all have some certainty about the future with no risk of them ever
being removed from our care".
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In discussing adoption and non-adoption
alternatives, individuals who were caring
for children under protection orders revealed
problems with both forms of legal connection.

Problems with non-adoption alternatives
Large numbers of individuals stated that they would be willing to progress
to Guardianship or Permanent Care Orders but that this was because
adoption was not available or because they were the option that were most
acceptable to agencies and therefore most achievable. Many noted that there
were real deficiencies with these options. In addition, many individuals
who already had Guardianship or Permanent Care of their children
described how these orders did not protect their children or give them
the security that they needed on a day-to-day basis. The draw back most
commonly identified by respondents was that these orders do not provide
the child with full belonging in their family. They do not provide a legal
link between the child and their siblings or grandparents in their family.
They expire when the child turns 18, so removing any legal connection.
They do not provide the recognition of full belonging in the eyes of
society or (very often) the child themselves.
Problems with adoption
However, problems with adoption were also identified. The removal
of any legal connection between a child and their birth family and
the creation of amended birth certificates were both viewed as serious
drawbacks by some respondents. In some cases, these drawbacks were
considered to be so great that they outweighed the benefits of adoption
to children.
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A new model of adoption
The findings of Adopt Change’s survey support the exploration of another
option for Australian adoption. While adoption as it is currently practiced
is suitable in some instances, and guardianship or permanent care orders
in others, there is yet another option.

Australia practices ‘plenary’ adoption, which severs the legal relationship
between the child and birth family. While Open Adoption retains the links
and relationships between child and birth family, and the importance of
connections with identity and heritage, there are some aspects of Plenary
adoption which cause issues and are not aligned with the spirit of openness.
Adoption is now viewed differently to some past adoption practices. It is
recognised that children have a right to know about their history and
origins. It is understood that most children benefit from contact with
members of their family of origin.
There is more than one form of adoption around the world. Australian
adoption legislation in every jurisdiction describes a form of adoption
called ‘plenary adoption’ (otherwise known as ‘full adoption’). Plenary
adoption legally severs children from their family of origin so that their
parents are no longer legally their parents, which also affects other
biological relationships including those with siblings.

However, another form of adoption exists that allows children to remain
legally a part of their family of origin when they are adopted, while forming
a new legal relationship with the adoptive family and assigning them parental
rights. This type of adoption is called ‘simple adoption’. Countries including
France and Belgium have adoption legislation providing for simple adoptions.
Simple adoption is an additive form of adoption which allows for creation of
a new legal relationship between the adopted child and their adoptive parents
while retaining legal recognition that the child is still a member of the family
they were born into. These countries have both types of adoption available,
which apply to different situations.
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For families such as Jennifer’s (see page 31) and Andy and Joss’ (see page 19)
simple adoption would provide their children with the full belonging that they
need, without them or their birth family losing anything. This form of adoption
provides more permanency than a Permanent Care Order or Guardianship,
where the legal relationship ends when the young person turns 18.

In re-examining adoption and permanency legislation, an additional option
for Simple Adoption could be considered where full adoption is not suitable,
rather than substituting an order that only provides elements of permanency
until age 18.
The child’s views
Interestingly, a majority of respondents also indicate that the children
currently in their care would like to be adopted (63.5 per cent). It is
important to note that this figure may under-represent the level of desire
for adoption amongst children, as there is no way of identifying the age of
the child currently being cared for. In other words, parents may not be able
to definitively affirm the child’s desire for adoption, because the child may
simply be too young to express a preference.

Superficially, there appears to be an anomaly in the data. On one hand
a majority of respondents indicate that the child in their care would like
to be adopted (63.5 per cent), yet a majority of respondents also indicate
that they would be willing to explore other forms of permanency orders
(72.2 per cent). In addition, just over one quarter of PAPs with a child in
their care (26.2 per cent) indicate that they are not entirely sure whether
the child for whom they care wants to be adopted. While exploring the
complex reasons underpinning carers perceptions to adopt are beyond the
scope of the data items presented here, two clear conclusions can be drawn.
Firstly, decisions to adopt are clearly informed by an immensely complex
backdrop of factors. Secondly, further exploration of the barriers to adoption
is necessary. In particular, it is important to identify what barriers PAPs
perceive to adoption and how these barriers work to prevent or deter
families from considering adoption for children who cannot live with birth
families. It is to these issues that the paper turns next.

18

35%

OF THOSE
SURVEYED
WANTED TO
ADOPT A
CHILD ALREADY
IN THEIR CARE

CASE STUDY

WE HAVE
GUARDIANSHIP,
IT IS NOT
ENOUGH

Andy and her partner, Joss, have a foster daughter,
Ruby, who is eight years old*. She has been in this
placement since she was three months of age. Ruby
does not have contact with either of her birth parents
despite contact being actively and repeatedly sought
by Andy and Joss. Until she was about five years of
age Ruby was very settled and happy in her family.
She knew that she had two families but felt very
secure in her foster placement. However, at age five,
there was a big change as Andy and Joss began the
process of obtaining guardianship for Ruby, and as
Ruby started school.
The process of obtaining guardianship had a very
negative impact on Ruby. It increased the amount of
contact that Ruby had with agency workers and not
all interactions were managed appropriately. During
one private interview, it was somehow communicated
that the agency had the power to move Ruby from her
current foster home. This had a devastating impact
upon Ruby and she became terrified that strangers
had power over her life and that she might lose her
parents and home. She also became sensitive to her
status as a foster child.
Starting school exacerbated Ruby’s insecurities as the
school treated her family differently and stigmatised
Ruby. When speaking to Ruby, school staff persisted
in referring to her parents as Andy and Joss or as her
guardians rather than her mums. School staff felt able
to initiate discussions with Ruby about her birth family
and history and dismissed Andy and Joss’ concerns
because they did not see them as having the status
of parents. The difference between Ruby’s surname
and that of her parents was very evident in the school
context and distressed her greatly. The awareness of
Ruby’s status as a foster child resulted in other pupils
teasing Ruby about being a foster child and not having
real parents. As a result of these challenges, Ruby
developed severe anxiety that has required ongoing
medical and psychological treatment.

Andy and Joss obtained guardianship for Ruby and
they have done everything possible to help Ruby to
feel secure. They advocated within the hierarchy of
the Department of Education to force school staff to
stop telling Ruby they were her guardians rather than
her parents. They legally changed their surname so
that it was the same as Ruby’s. They provided her with
constant reassurance of their love and commitment to
her. However, Ruby remains aware that she is not fully
their child and has repeatedly asked to be adopted.
Guardianship has provided Ruby’s parents with
the ability to make decisions for her but it has not
addressed society’s attitudes or understanding of
what constitutes a family. It is evident that society
recognises adoption but it doesn’t recognise
guardians as full parents. As a result, Andy and Joss’
commitment to Ruby is somehow up for discussion or
individuals feel paternalistic towards Ruby as a child
of the State and that they have a right to information
about and input into her life. Andy and Joss say that
it is the little, everyday events that undermine Ruby’s
belonging. It’s the interactions with medical staff and
members of the public who question their relationship
to each other and ask inappropriate questions. It’s
the kids at school who tell her that she doesn’t really
belong to her parents.
Andy and Joss had thought that guardianship would
provide Ruby with the belonging that she needed.
However, they now wish that they had persisted in
advocating for adoption. Their reasons for wanting
adoption are solely concerned with Ruby’s feelings
and needs. Andy and Joss don’t want to take anything
away from Ruby or her birth parents and they hope
that Ruby will have more contact with her birth family
in the future. They just want adoption so Ruby has full
legal belonging in their family and so she can really
feel safe.

* Identifying details have been amended to allow for privacy of those involved
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This section explores how respondents perceive
adoption, and the level of difficulty associated
with progressing an adoption order from an
adoptive family perspective.

PAP’s perspectives on the barriers to adoption

This section explores how respondents perceive adoption, and the level
of difficulty associated with progressing an adoption order from an
adoptive family perspective. As the following discussion will show, these
perceptions are informed by a range of factors including: direct experience
of barriers to adoption; family-agency engagements and the perceived
quality of outcomes derived from these engagements; and perceived level
of competency in managing the responsibilities associated with long term
relationships with birth family of the child in their care.
Experience of direct barriers to adoption
An important overarching finding of this study highlights that the
overwhelming majority (82.7 per cent) of survey respondents indicated
that they had experienced barriers in the adoption process.

NEARLY

83%

Table 7 Direct experience of barriers to an adoption process
Have you faced barriers in the adoption process? (n=843)

%

Yes

82.7

Total

100

No

17.3

Administrative barriers
In order to explore some of the factors creating barriers to adoption, the
survey asked respondents to comment on the degree of difficulty they had
personally experienced in their pursuit of an adoption. Firstly, PAPs were
asked to comment on the administrative and legal processes associated with
adoption and foster care in general. Secondly, PAPs were asked to comment
directly on the agencies with whom they dealt in trying to resolve and
clarify areas of concern, and ultimately how they felt about the help they had
received. The following tabulated data outlined below explores these issues
in more detail.
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OF RESPONDENTS
EXPERIENCED
BARRIERS IN
THE ADOPTION
PROCESS

NO

YES

17.3%

FACED
BARRIERS

82.7%

OVER

56%

EXPERIENCED
UNEXPLAINED
PROCESS DELAYS

ALMOST

82%

FOUND THE
PROCESS
COMPLEX AND
OVERWHELMING

ONLY

33%
FELT THEIR
FOSTER
AGENCY OR
DEPARTMENT
WERE HIGHLY
SUPPORTIVE

Table 8 Perceptions of administrative barriers to adoption

Statement

Neither
agree nor
Agree Disagree disagree

Administrative process associated with adoption
I experienced unexplained delays during
the process
The information and process is complex
and overwhelming

56.6

7.3

36

81.6

5.6

12.8

32.9

22.8

44.3

Views of the adoption agency in either easing or intensifying these challenges
I have found my foster agency or department
to be highly supportive

Respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement
with a range of statements about the administrative processes associated
with either exploring or indeed progressing an adoption. The following data
suggests prospective adoptive parents and carers face a bewildering set of
options in exploring adoption and permanency options for children.

More than half of all respondents (56.6 per cent) claim to have experienced
unexplained delays during the process. The vast majority of respondents
(over 80 per cent) indicate that the process and information surrounding
adoption is complex and overwhelming. It is also particularly concerning
that the majority of respondents feel rather ambivalent towards the agencies
with whom they have dealt regarding matters of children, fostering and
adoption. Just less than one third of all respondents (32.9 per cent) said
they would characterise their support agency as being “highly supportive”,
while almost one quarter express disagreement with this statement. It is also
interesting to note that almost half of all respondents feel ambivalent about
their foster care or adoption agency (c. 44 per cent). This is concerning
given how vitally important it is for child welfare agencies to maintain
quality relationships with families in order to achieve the best outcomes
possible for children.
The length of time taken to complete an adoption process is often
highlighted as a barrier to adoption. Anecdotal accounts provided by
families who have experienced inter-country adoption, and by those who
have experienced local adoptions from OOHC, both highlight that the
process is lengthy and intense. While there is a strong consensus that any
adoption assessment procedures should, quite rightfully, hold families to
the very highest standards, these processes can place significant stress on
both children and their families. Some families report undergoing years of
assessment and re-assessment. For other families, the adoption process is
characterised by stasis, as processes appear to stall for reasons that may not
be in any way clear to the families involved.
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For those who have completed the adoption process, how long
did it take?
1-4 years
59.1

5-9 years
34.3%

10 years or more
6.6%

The survey asked respondents to not only indicate whether they had
completed an adoption, but to also provide some indication of how long
the process had taken for them. Within this sub population of respondents
(n=198), experiences of adoption varied. Almost 60 per cent indicated that
the process of adoption had taken between one and four years. Around one
third of the respondents said the process had taken between five to nine
years. Just over 6 per cent reported that the process of adoption had taken
ten years or more. There are two important observations that might be
derived from these findings. Firstly, it is clear that the time taken to resolve
adoption processes can vary greatly from family to family. Secondly, it is
concerning that for some families, permanency is not being fully realised
for some children for more than a decade.

Given the legal, emotional and psycho-social complexities that come with
exploring adoption, agencies (either NGOs or government departments)
that can provide well informed, sensitive and timely supports to parents
and carers are absolutely essential. For PAPs the quality of the relationship
maintained with the adoption agency and/or care agencies is therefore
fundamental to quality outcomes for the children and the families involved.
The data outlined above suggests that many respondents experienced
challenges in accessing quality information regarding permanency and
adoption options for children. It is also noteworthy that while agencies have
the potential to play a role in de-mystifying aspects of the adoption process,
many agencies are failing to provide a sufficient level of transparency to the
client families they service and as a result adoptive parents and carers are
left feeling unsupported.
Qualitative commentaries provided by survey respondents help to explain
how not just single, but multiple barriers, converge to create a profoundly
difficult set of obstacles for PAPs to negotiate. Time and cost featured
as recurring themes across the breadth of qualitative commentaries on
administrative barriers noted by PAPs. In addition, problems with agencies
that exacerbate the time and cost challenges associated with adoption
proceedings are also noted by survey respondents. Some illustrative quotes
that are emblematic are emblematic of these concerns are provided below.
It is worth noting that, although the reasons for administrative delays can
vary greatly, ‘time’ remains a significant challenge for many PAPs.
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FOR OVER

40%

OF PARTICIPANTS
THE ADOPTION
PROCESS TOOK
OVER 5 YEARS

"We were told it would take anywhere from 5-7years. Also, that there are many
more people applying & waiting than children able to get access to new parents.
The statistics are terrible. In [state identifier removed] you feel that you’re never
going to get anywhere and it’s more like winning the lottery. Again you feel like the
choice is taken away from you. Also, I have been told that there is a burn out factor
for staff employed by Department & in the industry so that people’s applications
are constantly being passed onto new staff and process taking even longer. There
are many constraints."
"So many!! The waiting times, red tape, constant hoops. We absolutely believe in
due process but why are the wait times even in attending information sessions,
processing paperwork etc in Australia so long. Found individual government staff
to be incredible but under resourced, unsupported and overworked themselves."
"We started the adoption process a 2nd time but our program closed down and
we were then too old to begin in another program. Consequently my child is an
only child."

"BECAUSE
OF THE TIME
FRAMES AND
COSTS WITHOUT
A GUARANTEE
I HAVE NOT
PROCEEDED PAST
EMAILS AND
PHONE CALLS."
"...HAD
COMMENCED
THE LOOONG
WAIT AND NOW
THE PROGRAM
HAS BEEN
SUSPENDED."
"THE LENGTH
AND COST ARE
OUR MAIN
CONCERNS."

"Lack of resources in government depts meant there was no case worker for us
for 9 of the 12 years we were waiting. The process was difficult for the children, the
wait caused them a level of insecurity they didn’t need. They had to tell their story
5 times to people they didn’t know."
"Whatever will provide an end result. Adoption has an average of 8 years, we do not
have 8 years until child is an adult."
"Have just started guardianship as adoption is too hard... I would love to adopt. "

Lack of continuity in support programs, changing funding arrangements
and turn over of staff can also create situations which are challenging for
families in negotiating the administrative chicane surrounding adoption.
As this comment from a PAP shows, even the smallest of details (such as an
financial payment protocol) can add to the administrative barriers associated
with adoption.
"Have the [descriptor removed] enquiry form printed ready to send – but for
goodness sakes let me pay by credit card or BPay. Trying to get a cheque has
taken me 2 weeks so far..."

One survey respondent acknowledged that while time was definitely
a challenge, agencies could be doing more to actively manage PAP
expectations and to prepare and inform PAPs better.
"A basic timeline at the beginning of the process would be great. Just a list of tasks
that are coming up and a basic timeline of what to expect would help. Facebook
groups have generated this, why can’t [the Departments]? It would be a simple
spreadsheet with calculations of average waiting times between different stages.
Easy to generate if you have the data."
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Personal and other barriers to adoption
Survey respondents also identify that a range of personal factors can alter the
views of people who identify as PAPs. Changing personal circumstances can
alter the course of adoption proceedings, create barriers to an adoption, or in
some cases thwart the pursuit of an adoption entirely. The tabulated data on
these issues is provided below, with a supporting discussion to follow.
Table 9 Personal challenges or barriers for the PAP in
progressing adoption

Statement
Our health has prevented us from being eligible
(you and or your partner)
I would like to adopt but my partner does not
want to adopt
Our age has prevented us from being eligible

Agree

Disagree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

6.9

66.3

26.8

4.7

73.5

21.7

19.1

54.8

26.1

The findings of this study suggest that personal factors do not generally
pose a major obstacle to adoption for the majority of survey respondents.
Less than 7 per cent of respondents indicate that health issues had
prevented them from being eligible to adopt. Less than 5 per cent of all
respondents state that a lack of consensus between partners in a PAP
relationship had interfered with or prevented their ability to adopt.
Almost one in five (19.1 per cent) of respondents believe that age has
prevented their ability to adopt a child.

It is important to note that the issue of personal barriers can encompass
a wide variety of concerns, including some very sensitive subject matter.
Additional qualitative comments submitted by respondents highlight
some issues of concern for the adoption sector. It is particularly alarming,
for example, that some respondents report traumatic experiences in their
engagements with adoption agency personnel. While these comments
are notionally included here in a discussion of ‘personal barriers’, some
of these comments suggest that these PAPs faced what can only be described
as highly subjective, and in some cases prejudiced assessments of adoptive
suitability, including factors such as marital status, sexual preference or
personal appearance in the range of selection criteria applied by adoption
assessors. Qualitative comments provided by respondents shed further
insights on how these barriers manifested for the families involved and some
selected excerpts from these commentaries are provided below to illustrate.
"There is now too much focus on BMI. Our Doctor was not concerned at all with BMI
as they understand that everyone has different frames of which BMI doesn’t take
into account. It also doesn’t take into account body fat percentage and muscle
mass. My partner goes to the gym 5 days per week so his body fat went down,
muscle mass increased but this then pushed him into the overweight category."
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ONLY

5%

OF PARTNERS
DID NOT WANT
TO ADOPT
ALMOST

20%

BELIEVE THEIR
AGE WAS A
BARRIER TO
ADOPTION

"BMI PRETTY
SILLY AS OUR
BMI IS OVER 35
HOWEVER
I TRAIN IN MMA
& KICKBOXING!!
SO VERY FIT
ANYWAY."

"HAVE BEEN
TOLD WE ARE
INELIGIBLE
BECAUSE WE
WERE NOT
MARRIED FOR
THREE YEARS AT
THE TIME – FOR
AUSTRALIAN
ADOPTION.""
"WE ARE OPEN
TO TEENAGERS
(WE BOTH HAVE
EXTENSIVE
EXPERIENCE
WITH TEENS)
AND SIBLING
GROUPS BUT
HAVE BEEN
TOLD I AM TOO
YOUNG (31)."

"Our weight was brought up as an issue (even though according to [applicant
country for adoption] the country we are applying to, it was fine) as we both had
BMIs just in the overweight range. Our doctor was not concerned about our weight
but we were strongly advised by the government agency to lose weight, which we
both have."
"Looked into International adoption as this had always been my dream because I
didn’t want a baby but was told I could not apply because I was a single woman!"
"The antiquated adoption guidelines meant I couldn’t - however as an accredited
foster carer I was/am able to have a child under a permanent placement order,
which is tantamount to adoption anyway!! Makes no sense! So many kids in need
to care, and preventing single women from legally adopting is just ridiculous."

Just as the journey of adoption can change greatly over the course of an
adoptive child and adoptive adult’s life, so too does the journey change for
PAPs. The qualitative comments provided by PAPs during the course of this
study very evocatively highlight how the reasons, meaning and perceptions
of adoption can change over the course of this journey. Some of this
complexity is discussed, albeit briefly, in the analysis provided below.
The complexity of adoption barriers – some key issues raised by
qualitative commentaries
Four key issues emerged as particularly significant and complex, in the
context of qualitative reflections of adoption barriers amongst PAPs.
Each of these issues will now be noted briefly in the discussion below.

Individual circumstances of the child or children involved, and
deciding what represents ‘the best interests’ of the child can
alter over the course of a journey toward permanency

While exploring the vast array of circumstances that can inform decisions
to adopt children from OOHC contexts is beyond the scope of this report,
nevertheless, it is important to highlight the complexity surrounding these
issues. As the following excerpts highlight, the pursuit of permanency and
stability (a universal need for all children) does not necessarily culminate
in a decision to pursue a legal adoption. A very complex array of factors
can contribute to this decision which pertain to the very individual
circumstances of the child. While the following comments may, at first
glance, appear to be disconnected commentaries about the very unique
circumstances of individual children, there is one overarching theme.
As these PAPs explain, the pursuit of permanency for children is often
a series of pragmatic decisions, formed within the limits of some very
real system-wide and very personal challenges too. The following cases,
all drawn from families caring for children in OOHC, highlight how the
individual circumstances of children can shape perceptions of adoption.
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"He has special needs, requiring quite extensive therapies - OT, psychology and
speech. We are afraid if we apply for long term guardianship or adoption, we will
not be able to afford the therapies he needs. Time will tell how the NDIS helps.
At this time, I don’t think he would understand the difference to be adopted or
our guardian."
"Also, not being sure whether I will be approved for adoption, even though I’ve
been caring for my foster son for 4 years makes it difficult to know whether it
is a positive thing to broach with him. I’d hate him to want adoption and then
find that I didn’t meet the criteria. He doesn’t need any more disappointments.
As a [teenager] he would be very aware of what is happening."
"I am worried about not having the agency. They help so much to help navigate
the effects of trauma."

Changing circumstances of the PAPs and adoption
decision making

During the course of the survey PAP participants highlight that decisions
to adopt children are not static, nor absolute. For PAPs, the sense of
preparedness and emotional readiness can be strengthened and weaken
over time, depending on the challenges the PAP is experiencing. This is
a particularly noteworthy consideration for those rendering support and
training to adoptive families, and is an especially noteworthy observation
given that the adoption journey for PAPs can span many years.
"My husband and I were one interview away from being approved for adoption
when I received my cancer diagnosis. This effectively disqualified me from being
able to adopt anytime in the near future and very likely at all (due to aging out).
While I can’t necessarily argue with the logic behind this scenario I do feel that it is
very unfortunate as my husband would make an incredible single parent should it
ever come to that."
"We are uncertain if my partners health is an issue - hereditary with no lifestyle
factors - our caseworker has been unwilling to allow us to undergo the medical
testing first in order to rule out this as an issue, even though we are more than
willing to have a second test at the later ‘usual’ time. This has been a huge source
of frustration for my partner in particular, as he does not want to put our family
through the intensive and emotional process to be ruled out ‘because of him’ at
the last minute. Our case worker called me ‘difficult’ and ‘unwilling to follow the
process’ for requesting our medicals at the beginning."
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"CHILD HAS
EXTREMELY
HIGH NEEDS
MEDICAL AND
DISABILITY AND
ALL FUNDING IS
CUT ONCE YOU
ADOPT, MAKING
IT LIKELY THAT
WE WILL BE
STUCK IN THE
SYSTEM UNTIL
18 BECAUSE WE
CAN’T AFFORD
HER NEEDS."

"WAS ON
AND OFF THE
ADOPTION
REGISTER
EVERY TIME
WE HAD
A BABY."

The complexities associated with adoption and Australia’s
First Peoples
A proper and sensitive examination of the complexity of issues associated
with adoption of Indigenous children from OOHC in Australia is beyond
the scope of this report, however it is important to note that several PAPs
provided some very in-depth accounts of their direct experience with
these issues.
Table 10 Issues of adoption and Indigenous children on
care orders

Statement
The child in my care has Indigenous heritage
making adoption highly unlikely

"APPLIED TO
ADOPT OUR
FOSTER SON,
FULL ADOPTION
ASSESSMENT
DONE, ASSESSOR
RECOMMENDED
ADOPTION
BUT LOCAL
INDIGENOUS
COMMUNITY AND
OUR INDIGENOUS
FOSTER CARE
AGENCY
OPPOSED THE
ADOPTION (EVEN
THOUGH MY
HUSBAND IS
ABORIGINAL)
AND SO IT WAS
STOPPED. WE
HAVE NOW
APPLIED FOR
GUARDIANSHIP."

Agree

Disagree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

14.1

33.5

52.3

Table 10 focuses on the sub-group of PAP respondents who are currently
caring for a child through the OOHC system. Amongst these PAPs,
only 14 per cent indicated with the statement ‘The child in my care has
Indigenous heritage making adoption highly unlikely’. Just over half of these
respondents (52.3) had no firm opinion either way on this statement, and
just over one third disagreed with the statement. While this may appear that
access to adoption is not a particular concern for Indigenous children, and
is not a concern for the majority of PAP respondents, it may be a potentially
misleading conclusion without further examination. The sub-population of
PAP respondents who currently have an Indigenous child in their care may
also proportionally very small, relative to the wider pool of respondents
to this survey. Therefore the respondents may have disagreed with the
statement only because the child for whom they care is not Indigenous,
and not because they have any direct experience with these issues.
The qualitative commentaries provided by PAP participants in this study
highlight some of the complexities surrounding Indigenous children and
adoption in Australia. Emblematic quotes are provided below to highlight
some of the complexities faced.
"Have asked to adopt our son but were told we could only apply for guardianship
as our son is Aboriginal. We now have PR and both parents signed off on this, so
now we would like to adopt. However [the Department] want to change the order
to Guardianship..."
"Our son is Aboriginal and because of past poor decision making by the
government our children are seen not to have the same rights as other children to
be adopted. However although my partner and I agree with the politics surrounding
the Stolen Generation, really these arguments are concepts for adults and our
children have very strong feelings and needs that are seperate from the adult
debates. Children do not understand politics but they do understand how they feel
and know what they want. And all children feel these things regardless of politics
and therefore we really need to stop thinking of these issues in adult terms and
start thinking about our kids feelings."
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How barriers to adoption can compound for PAPs
The qualitative commentaries provided by respondents also highlight
how multiple barriers to adoption can compound for PAPs. The following
examples are included to highlight the complexities surrounding adoption
barriers. In the following case, geographical location and poorly managed
communication by an adoption agency converge to create an insurmountable
adoption barrier for this family.
"Lack of information and communication from adoption services. Living away from
[capital city]. We live in [regional area] and were told repeatedly that there was no
need to travel to [capital city] to attend an adoption information sessions. Initially
we were told that sessions were held across [State] but in the six years we were
involved this never happened. We paid to fly to [capital city] before submitting our
3rd expression of interest to find that a possible reason that we had not advanced
was we had not provided all relevant information in previous applications and that
we were ‘getting on in age’. This was certainly not the case when we first applied
at 36 years old! Dropping off expression of interest lists with no contact from time
entered on list to time informed of being dropped off list."”

Other PAPs also note in their qualitative commentaries that their experience
is not just of one, but many barriers, simultaneously.
"Made enquiries in 2008, started adoption process not long after but due to
changes in the system and reluctance of some in the Department and my agency
having an anti-adoption culture, adoption was not prioritised and paper work was
los etc."
"We are not married. I have had issues with depression and anxiety but these are
managed by medication. The cost. The intrusive nature of screening."”

One PAP simply described the barriers to adoption they had experienced in
this succinct, but very powerful way:
"Time. Cost. Assessments. Social worker."”

Some key findings emerge from the evidence outlined above. Firstly, it is
clear from the discussion that the individual circumstances of the child in
care can alter or change the course of permanency and adoption decision
making by PAPs. Secondly, the changing circumstances of the PAPs can
alter or re-direct decision making around permanency and adoption as well.
Thirdly, the issue of adoption and Australia’s First Peoples is a contentious
and important issue for those working in the child protection and adoption
sector to confront, as PAPs provided some powerful and thought-provoking
commentaries on this issue particularly. Finally, the findings of this
study highlight how barriers to adoption can compound when multiple
challenges converge.
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Considering barriers at different stages of the
adoption process
The earlier sections of this paper introduce the notion of an adoption
journey comprising three generalised stages, each characterised by different
psycho-social, emotional, legal and administrative responsibilities associated
with them. At this point it is useful to re-introduce this construct to the
discussion, as it provides a useful device to guide the analysis and highlight
some of the distinct barriers which characterise the different phases of the
adoption process for PAPs.
Early stage of adoption: reflections on barriers
Survey respondents provided insights on a range of a barriers which
occurred very early on in the process of exploring adoption. Though
these following comments describe the very individual and different
circumstances of each PAP, a common thread or theme is present
throughout. A failure by agencies to promptly respond, discuss, or address
queries is a common concern amongst PAPs. As these two very different
personal accounts show, the failure to respond to enquiries early on is not
only creating delays for families, but is adding to collective confusion about
the eligibility for adoption in general.
"It took at least a year of emails, phone calls and an information session before we
could confirm that I needed to be clear of cancer for at least five years before we
could apply. We have recently reattended a second information session and have
been given vague instructions for how to proceed next. We are reapplying without
being completely confident that that should be our next step, but we have received
so many conflicting answers from different departments that this seems like the
safest thing to do (in the absence of better information). It’s very frustrating."
"Time it takes and convincing [State] department to assess us for our second
adoption for a child with special needs as in [State] you express interest but must
be selected to be assessed. As it takes so very long couples quickly age out."”

The following example, drawn from the qualitative commentaries provided
by PAPs, highlights the longer-term consequences of a failure to address early
stage adoption barriers. In this case, early classification of a PAP couple as
‘unsuitable’ because they were in their early twenties, has possibly deterred
what may have ultimately been very suitable parents for an adoptive child.
"We have looked into adoption as early as being aged 22, however were classified
‘too young’. We have lots of love, support and a forever family to give and there
are children in need of a family. I came from a childhood of trauma and know first
hand that there are children in need Australia wide and of course internationally
that need a forever family."

Or as one comment by a PAP respondent very aptly describes the lack of
transparency and accurate information surrounding the possibilities for
adoption in Australia:
"Was not aware local adoption was even possible! More education needed!"”
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CASE STUDY

LOST IN
A MIRE OF
PAPERWORK

Kara was placed with Emma as a foster child at age
11*. Kara had been in the foster care system for some
years and had had many placements and negative
experiences in care. By the time she was placed with
Emma, Kara had given up on ever having a permanent
family. In spite of this, she felt at home with Emma
and within a year of placement began asking to be
adopted by Emma. The foster care agency was initially
reluctant to support adoption because of Kara’s age
and seemed suspicious of Kara’s request. Nonetheless,
Kara continued to insist, and two years after her
placement with Emma, processes towards adoption
were initiated.
However, the process of adoption has been fraught
with difficulty. Some of this difficulty is due to high
staff turnover and the fact that there has been no
one person who has been in charge of following the
adoption process for Kara in the government agency.
Rather, there have been four different contact points
within the government agency and seven case
workers within the private foster care agency since
Kara first requested adoption. This meant that there
were several occasions when paperwork went into
the inbox of an individual who subsequently left,
and no one followed up on it until Emma questioned
where things were up to. In more than one instance
documents were lost and had to be redone. Neither the
government agency nor the private agency appeared
to be very good at processing paperwork or working
well together and the left hand has not known what
the right hand is doing. For example Kara has been
given two different versions and more than half a
dozen copies of the booklet containing the mandatory
adoption information for children consenting to
their own adoption. And as time goes by, processes,
systems and requirements change requiring changes
and the redoing of paperwork. Sometimes documents
remained relevant to the process but had to be redone
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(in some cases three or more times) simply because
it was so long since they were created. Circumstances
change with time also, and when Emma fostered
Kara’s brother for a period, this necessitated restarting
the whole adoption assessment. Despite the fact that
all are in agreement that it is in Kara’s best interests
that she be adopted by Emma, that Kara is of an age
to be able to consent to her own adoption and that her
birth parents have stated that they will not challenge
her adoption, Kara’s adoption has been protracted
and shambolic.
These delays and frustrations have had a cost for
Kara. As she has grown older the importance of being
adopted has only increased for her. She has a greater
understanding of the legalities of being a foster
child, the control that the foster care agency has over
her life and the lifelong permanence of adoption.
Despite the reality that Kara is nearly 18 and no one
is going to move her, she retains a deep-seated fear
of being moved. This fear is illogical but should be
completely understandable to all given what Kara has
experienced. The adoption is important to Emma but
it is very, very important to Kara. She wants everything
that comes with adoption. She wants to be a part of
Emma’s family for the rest of her life, to share her
surname and to be fully her daughter. When Emma
asks her what she would like for her 18th birthday
she says that she just wants to be adopted before
she turns 18. Unfortunately, that appears unlikely. The
adoption process has not been supportive of Kara as
the child in need of protection and care.
Kara and Emma’s experience highlights how children
can be totally lost in a mire of paperwork through the
adoption process.

* Identifying details have been amended to allow for privacy of those involved

Jennifer and her partner have two foster children,
Zoe aged five and Bryce, aged twelve. Zoe and Bryce
have been in the placement for two years and are
under the parental responsibility of the Minister
until 18 years of age. The children have responded
differently to being in foster care and being a part
of two families. Bryce has a strong connection and
protectiveness towards his birth parents and has
expressed feelings of divided loyalty between his
foster and birth family. He understands why he
cannot live with his birth family while still feeling
loved by them and loving them fiercely. He also feels
loved by his foster parents, loves his foster parents
and wants to stay in his foster family. However, at
one level he feels like he has abandoned his birth
parents by loving his foster family and wanting to
stay with them. Adoption is not a suitable option for
Bryce. However, as an earlier placement broke down,
Bryce has a high level of anxiety that this current
placement will also break down. At any moment
of high stimulus (positive or negative) he feels
that this will all be taken away and he will have to
start again. Jennifer believes that adoption would
exacerbate Bryce’s divided loyalties as he would feel
it would hurt his birth parents and take him further
away from them.
At the same time, Jennifer feels that Bryce would
benefit from a sense of permanence, this means he
could allow himself to trust his carers’ continued
love, support and care.

Zoe also feels loved in her foster family and says
she wants to stay there forever and ever. However,
her previous foster care placement was supposed
to be long term and Zoe blames herself for having
been moved. As a result, she often feels insecure
and finds it difficult to trust. When Zoe increases
her trust of her foster family she finds it scary and
will act out with difficult behaviours attempting to
force rejection as she experienced in her previous
foster placement.
Society’s lack of recognition of her belonging in her
family is also distressing to Zoe. She was deeply upset
when someone referred to her foster mother as her
"pretend mummy." Zoe’s fear of being moved again
runs very deep and she has actively sought to support
herself in her desire to belong. This has included
choosing to dress like Jennifer, to change her haircut so
she looks more like Jennifer and in many role playing
games, using Jennifer’s last name as her own. She
needs formal recognition of her permanent and full
belonging in her foster family.
Jennifer feels that her children would benefit from
the legal and social belonging in her family that
adoption would afford. However, the cost of adoption,
in removing the legal connection between the
children and their birth family, is too great.

* Identifying details have been amended to allow for privacy of those involved

CASE STUDY

WANTING PERMANENCE
AND BELONGING BUT THE
COSTS OF ADOPTION ARE
TOO GREAT
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Mid-way stages of adoption: some reflections on barriers
Survey respondents describe a range of barriers to adoption which might
best be described as ‘mid-way’ points in the adoption process because they
typically occur after initial assessments have been completed, and in the case
of adoptions from OOHC, after a child has already been placed in a PAP’s
care. Barriers to adoption at this point seem to comprise a mix of psychosocial and logistical challenges as: parents/carers become much more deeply
aware of the child’s individual needs; relationships and understandings with
birth family members begin to develop and cement; and legal processes
unfold and require PAPs and children to progress through more intensive
assessment processes. To give some insight to the range of barriers that
can arise for PAPs at this point of the adoptive process, the voices of PAPs
themselves are included below. A range of emblematic qualitative quotes
are provided and highlight the vast range of issues that form barriers for
PAPs including: inefficient administrative systems; staff turnover; and poor
communication between agencies and state departments; and a lack of
understanding of the type of assessment procedure being applied.
"There have been numerous changes of staff at both [State department] and the
agency and each time the file and paperwork seems to get lost, is incorrect and
needs to be redone. The incompetency of the system and those within it had made
it almost impossible for my foster child to be adopted before she turns 18. This has
been extremely distressing to my foster child. We feel completely disempowered
and ignored."
"An agency that has never done an adoption before so have had no idea what they’re
doing, they’ve been fumbling and delaying."
"I believe that OOHC agencies have little insight into the process of adoption, and thus
don’t know where to start to support young people in care move towards adoption; this
includes the assessment of potential adoptive parents and assessment of the child
and family for adoption, and also where to get additional support from other agencies
(including [Department]) and legal support when needed."

Some PAPs noted and recommended the potential benefits that might be derived
from a dual assessment process, in which competency for foster caring and
adoption could occur concurrently in order to streamline the process for both
children and families. As these PAP respondents note, they undertook multiple
assessments when seeking to adopt a child currently in their care under OOHC
system. In these cases, the respondents show a willingness to have undergone
dual assessment, had it been available to them from the outset of their journey
as a foster/OOHC carer.
"...foster and adoption assessments to be treated as one."
"Would be great if you were able to so be assessed for ‘foster care to adopt ‘ at the
same time as foster care."
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"THE DEPARTMENT
TAKING TOO
LONG TO ASSESS
AND CHANGING
OFFICERS
CONTINUOUSLY."

ONLY

40%

COMFORTABLE
WITH
POST-ADOPTIVE
SUPPORTS
AVAILABLE

Finalisation stages of adoption and beyond:
reflections on barriers
A significant proportion of PAPs express some concerns and convey a sense
of trepidation about the post-adoptive phase. The table below summarises
key data items pertaining to these issues, and a discussion follows.
Table 11
Exploring some latter stage adoption and post-adoption barriers
National
Statement

Agree Disagree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Post adoption concerns
I am comfortable that we would have
adequate access to post adoptive supports

The cost of adoption and or lack of financial
support after adoption is a challenge

The requirements to change the child’s birth
certificate is an issue

39.6

21.5

38.8

59.4

17.2

23.3

18.9

23.7

57.4

By state (%) (A= Agree, D= Disagree, N= Neither agree nor disagree)
Post Adoption Concerns

ACT

NSW

NT

QLD

SA

TAS

VIC

WA

I am comfortable that we would
have adequate access to post
adoptive supports

A=41.93 A=39.46 A=30.00 A=32.33 A=50.95 A=41.18 A=41.14 A=41.77
D=12.9 D=25.42 D=20.00 D=19.55 D=18.87 D=23.53 D=20.25 D=17.72
N=45.16 N=35.12 N=50.00 N=48.12 N=30.19 N=35.29 N=38.61 N=40.51

The requirements to change
the child’s birth certificate
is an issue

A=19.36 A=17.08 A=11.11 A=15.45 A=17.64 A=31.25 A=27.33 A=13.51
D=29.03 D=29.54 D=0.00 D=16.26 D=29.41 D=25.00 D=16.67 D=24.33
N=51.61 N=53.38 N=88.89 N=68.29 N=52.94 N=43.75 N=56.00 N=62.16

The cost of adoption and or lack of
financial support after adoption
is a challenge

A=38.71 A=57.65 A=90.00 A=66.43 A=72.13
D=35.48 D=18.24 D=0.00 D=12.58 D=6.56
N=25.81 N=24.10 N=10.00 N=20.98 N=21.31

A=77.78
D=11.12
N=11.11

A=52.38 A=58.82
D=21.43 D=17.65
N=26.19 N=23.53

NB. Some percentages in this report don’t total 100% due to rounding.
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The survey solicited PAP perceptions on three core issues identified to be of
long standing concern in the adoption sector (in the post adoptive phase):
financial costs post-adoption; birth certificate changes for children; and
managing birth family contact after agency support has ended. Almost half
of the PAPs surveyed (48.8 per cent) expressed concerns about birth family
contact and the PAP’s perceived ability to manage contact with birth family
in the long term. On the perceived adequacy of post adoptive supports, the
survey respondent’s views can be best described as split. Over one third
(39.6 per cent) argue they feel comfortable about the post adoptive phase
and claim to have access to adequate support. However, just over one in
five (21.5 per cent) express concern that adequate support will not be
available to them in managing their ongoing responsibilities as an adoptive
parent in the long term. As one survey respondent notes in a qualitative
commentary provided on this issue:

ALMOST

50%

EXPRESSED
CONCERN
ABOUT
CONTACT

"It is very unclear what post-adoptive supports will be available. Just because
a child has been adopted does not make their trauma, attachment issues or any
other additional needs go away."

Almost 60 per cent of PAPs surveyed agree that the costs and lack of
financial support surrounding adoption represent a significant barrier
to becoming an adoptive parent.

On the issue of birth certificate changes, the survey respondents show a degree
of ambivalence, with over half neither agreeing nor disagreeing that this issue
forms a significant barrier to adoption. It is interesting to note that the issue
of birth certificate change was a heated subject amongst some PAPs however,
and featured in the qualitative commentaries provided by several PAPs. In other
words, while the vast majority of PAPs surveyed do not identify changes to the
birth certificates of children to be a significant barrier to adoption, for those
who feel this is a barrier they passionately believe this to be so. A sample of
commentaries on this point are included below.
"I disagree with children’s birth certificates being changed. I do NOT want them
to change, have to have notation of change of parents but not to eradicate their
birth parents."
"Changed to permanent guardianship so kids kept their birth surname and
biological family Identity."
"One that does not require the creation of a false birth certificate so that the new
carers can claim they gave birth? There is no need for that in this day and age."
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ALMOST

60%

AGREED THAT
FINANCIAL
SUPPORT
ISSUES WERE
A BARRIER

"NO CHILD
SHOULD BE
ISSUED A BIRTH
CERTIFICATE
THAT IS NOT
FACTUAL."

CASE STUDY

GOOD ENOUGH TO
BE A FOSTER PARENT
BUT NOT GOOD
ENOUGH TO ADOPT

Angela was a short-term carer with a government
agency when Nina was placed with her at nine months
of age*. Nina had been neglected by her birth family,
was very withdrawn, and exhibited developmental
delays. However, she responded well to Angela’s
care, became well attached to her and showed
developmental catch-up. Angela says that she adored
Nina and Nina adored her.
When Nina had been with Angela for six months,
responsibility for her care was transferred to a
private agency. This agency identified a permanent
care placement for her with a family that planned to
adopt her. With Angela’s support, a transition was
made to this permanent placement. However, after
six weeks, Nina was removed from this placement
by the agency and placed with one of the agencies
short-term carers. Angela heard about the breakdown
of the placement and approached the agency about
adopting Nina herself.
Angela applied to become an adoptive parent and
completed the adoption assessment process with
the agency. Towards the end of the assessment the
issue was raised that Angela was single and worked
full time and the agency wanted someone to be at
home with Nina for an extended period of time. Angela
responded that she was happy to quit her job as a

health professional in order to provide this one-onone care to Nina and that she felt that she would
be able to manage financially. However, the agency
policy required adoption applicants to have several
hundred dollars of surplus income each week to meet
the needs of the child and while not working Angela
could not meet this requirement. Her application
was rejected. Angela challenged the rejection of her
application, including by contacting the relevant state
Minister but was unsuccessful. In the following year,
Nina was placed in five different placements. In raising
concerns about the moves Nina was experiencing an
agency worker said that she was young and would get
over it.
Angela feels that the agency had no respect for the
commitment that she had demonstrated to Nina or
the relationship of love and trust that had developed
between the two of them. She is also hurt that she
was considered to be good enough to love and care
for Nina as a foster carer but not good enough to be
an adoptive parent. She feels that the agency policy
reflects a belief that single people (and those who
are not wealthy) cannot be good parents and that in
cases like hers and Nina’s, that it is causing harm to
children. She thinks about Nina all the time.
* Identifying details have been amended to allow for privacy of those involved
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IN CLOSING

The findings of this paper highlight that prospective adoptive parents (PAPs) in Australia currently
face a range of personal, financial and administrative barriers to adoption. The data insights provided
herein suggest that the eligibility criteria used to assess prospective parents require review, as do
the administrative protocols used to underpin assessment procedures. Also of great concern are the
system-wide barriers associated with achieving permanency for children who can no longer live with
birth family. The survey data and qualitative insights of this report suggest highlight that barriers
to permanency for these children are not limited to the pursuit of adoption alone.

There appear to be significant systemic barriers to achieving emotional safety and security for the most
vulnerable children in our community. It is hoped that this paper has helped to highlight the scale and
breadth of these barriers for families seeking to do their very best to help children in need of stable,
safe and permanent (forever) homes. Following the release of this paper, there is an opportunity for
a next wave of analysis to flow from this research that looks more closely at barriers that exist at the
individual state level. These reports could be used to inform reflections on permanency and adoption
that must now occur at the state level.
It is clear that there are a number of unnecessary barriers that are not only making the process
difficult for prospective adoptive parents. More important than this though, is that this is denying
many children from experiencing the benefits of permanency, security and a true sense of belonging,
along with the positive life outcomes that can result from this life trajectory.

36

About Adopt Change

Adopt Change is an Australian-based not-for profit organisation which exists to ensure every child
can be part of a permanent, loving and stable family and home. We raise community awareness,
encourage reform and empower Australians to work towards all children having permanency and
positive life outcomes. We support capacity building of families to ensure that vulnerable children
are able to remain within their birth family where possible. When that is not possible or safe,
we advocate for other permanent options, including adoption where appropriate.
Adopt Change also works to educate and support with research, pre- and post-adoptive supports,
information and community events, as well as working with governments, departments and the
sector to address issues surrounding permanency for children.
For more information visit www.adoptchange.org.au
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