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About the Author

Adopting a child can be one of the most rewarding
experiences anyone can have – for both the parents
and the child. But making the decision to adopt can
be daunting and often overwhelming.

In this unique guide, leading psychiatrist Dr Ian Palmer does not
gloss over the realities of the adoption process, but rather leads you
through the many stages and emotional aspects involved and offers
practical guidance on:


	Making crucial decisions with confidence

	Building a strong foundation for your family

	Separating the myths about adopted children from the realities

	Discovering the key to healthy attachment with your child

	Dealing with the issues of single-parent adoption, infertility and the
option of remaining childless



Drawing on extensive research and the author’s own experience of
being adopted, What to Expect When You’re Adopting … is
a warm and sensitive guide, offering you the tools you need to decide
whether adopting a child is the right step for you.


About the Author

Dr Ian Palmer is very well placed to look at the psychological and emotional issues relating to adoption. Adopted himself, he is also a psychiatrist with particular interest in family medicine and psychological trauma. Dr Palmer has wide experience of dealing with individuals and couples attempting to come to terms with difficult experiences and decisions, including going through IVF and contemplating adoption.


WHAT
TO EXPECT
WHEN YOU’RE
ADOPTING . . .

A practical guide to the decisions and emotions involved in adoption

DR IAN PALMER
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Preface

Adoption has always been an integral part of my life, from the very beginning in fact. My story is slightly unusual nowadays as I am a foundling. I was left in a phone box in West London when I was only a few days old. No note, no keepsakes, no name – nothing. Most crucial of all – no clues on how to find my biological mother or father. This fact has been a constant companion throughout my life. My biological mother has never made an attempt to track me down, at least not to my knowledge. I have registered my desire to hear from her with the appropriate agencies, but in more than half a century the silence has been rather loud. I can only assume she is dead, or I am dead to her. I would still love for her to contact me but have absolutely no idea how I would react. Would I be overwhelmed with anger or regress to a needy child? Who knows? I suspect I never will. It doesn’t alter the longing though, and I would love to share with her my life story, my successes, my children – her grandchildren.

I would tell her how, while I have achieved much, my life was marred by my adoption. My adoptive mother was a kind but weak soul, whereas my adoptive father was a monster, the stuff of nightmares. He was very abusive, and only later did I learn he had been abused as a child.

My experience was unfortunate but not that uncommon in those days. Such stories are the very reason for many of the changes now in place for adoptive parents and their children. If you add to the mix the fact that my wife gave up a child for adoption when she was very young, you can see that between us we have experienced the ‘old’ process from both sides of the coin.

I mention these details here because I think it is important for you to understand why I feel driven to write this book. The product of these experiences is knowledge, empathy and a desire to help, even in a small way, to make adoption work for the child and his or her new parents.

I have done well. I have been a GP and subsequently a psychiatrist for more than 30 years, specialising in physical and then psychological trauma and its effect on interpersonal relationships. My professional background gives me the expertise to highlight areas all adoptive parents will have to address at some stage, and to suggest ways to deal with – or better still avoid – the pitfalls that will surely arise as you travel along your adoption journey.

Many of us who have had difficult upbringings want to do our best to make things right for those we love and, at some level, make it ‘all right’ for ourselves in the process. I am certain my story would have been a different one if I had been adopted by people who had gone through the rigorous procedures that are in place today. In the 1950s, soon after the war, things were very different in Britain. My adoptive parents looked the part – a handsome couple – and were considered ideal in 1953. If they had to go through the same process today, however, not only would my adoptive mother have received help to overcome her emotional difficulties following her stillbirth, but it is likely that my adopted father’s character traits would have been noted and set alarm bells ringing. The rigorous assessment programme of today, with its seemingly endless, intrusive questioning, form-filling, interviews and close scrutiny, is there to spot people like him – unsuitable people. Although assessment is now a long and comprehensive process it serves the vital purpose of attempting to ensure the safe and secure match and placement of a disadvantaged child with suitable parents. It is a process with a success rate of 80 per cent or more.

It has not been easy to write this book. This is despite having come to terms in large part with my experience, and even being able to see the positive aspects of it. For example, I am sure I am a much better listener, more empathic and a better doctor because of my adopted father. My journey, like that of all adopted children, is unique. We all have to come to terms with the initial loss or losses in our lives but there is now much greater understanding and help available. There will always be triggers that remind us of our journey – and I wouldn’t necessarily recommend writing a book on adoption to someone like me! – but I am a firm believer in seeking solutions. In my view, the best way of dealing with negative experiences is to find the message in them and use this positively as a force for good. I think I am evidence that humans are resilient and can not only survive but even flourish despite a difficult start to life, even a difficult adoption. All children may benefit from adoption. Each child has unique strengths and vulnerabilities, as well as both negative and positive early life experiences.


INTRODUCTION

What is Adoption?

Adoption is when a child (or children) not born to you becomes legally yours. At this point you are equivalent to biological parents in the eyes of the law. You, not their biological parents, have full responsibility for your child or children. Becoming an adoptive parent is one of the most amazing acts any human can undertake. It is for the bold, however quiet, and not the faint-hearted. Given the altruistic nature of the endeavour, the process of adoption may seem unnecessarily long-winded and frustrating, even unfair. You are likely to question why biological parents don’t have to go through such a detailed assessment as to their suitability.

Adoption represents one of the most compassionate and humane of all human activities. Individuals open their hearts, their lives, their families and their home to another human being, not born to them, who is in need of security, love and nurturing. The judgement to place a child for adoption is not taken lightly. It is a decision taken in the hope and belief that someone like you will be able to provide a disadvantaged child with a family of their own and the chance of a better future. While an undeniably scary prospect, it is perhaps the greatest gift any human can ever give anyone, including yourself. Adopting a child will satisfy your desires to parent and, in addition, you will have the satisfaction of knowing that you are special and have been judged by your peers to be good parents. After a series of losses and unsettling change for your child, you will know just how much your child stands to gain through your provision of a home, love and support.

Having children, whether biological or adopted, is a roller coaster of emotions and passions, of highs and lows and of rewards and losses. In most cases the rewards far outweigh the difficulties encountered. These are not simply placatory words to make you feel better; the figures bear out that your chances of getting this right far outweigh the possibility of failure. They show that the vast majority of placements for adoption are successful. This can only mean that the checks and balances in place are effective for both the child and the adoptive parents. I am not suggesting that things are perfect and cannot be improved, but here are a few important facts to keep in the back of your mind for when the going gets tough:

[image: images]  About 95 per cent of applicants succeed in becoming accepted as adoptive parents (those who are turned down can appeal and may be accepted by another agency).

[image: images]  Those accepted will be matched and placed with a child.

[image: images]  Around 80 per cent of all placements are successful.

ADOPTION TODAY

Currently, the average age of a child adopted in the UK is about four years. Taking on a walking, talking little person is quite a different scenario to bringing home a six-week-old bundle who is only just beginning to focus on the world. What we have come to understand is that, whatever the age of your child, it is vitally important to understand as much about them as possible in order to ensure their unique needs are identified and provided for. One of the reasons for a lengthy assessment is to ensure that you are as prepared as you can be to provide a safe and nurturing environment for your children so they are given the opportunity to develop to the maximum of their potential. You will also need help and advice on how to care for yourself so you will be able to keep the show on the road. The task may seem daunting – it is – but don’t panic.

There are always solutions and strategies for coping. Nowadays, there is lots of advice and support available for you and your children. Like all parents, at times you will feel isolated, and perhaps it will seem that you are the only parent in the world going through the mangle. Isolation is a dreadful and divisive emotion, often tied up with self-esteem and beliefs about your parenting abilities. Remember, you are not alone. I cannot emphasise this strongly enough: you are not alone. There is more help and advice available now than ever before; you just have to know when to ask for it and where to find it. This book will steer you in the right direction. It will also provide you with a brief guide to dealing with some of the most common difficulties you are likely to encounter.

GOOD TIMING

If you are just beginning the process of adoption your timing is excellent. Responding to the repeated calls for a simplification of the adoption laws and an improvement in the service provided by the agencies involved, the British government undertook a major consultation exercise. This culminated in the 2002 Adoption and Children Act. They didn’t rush into this; the Act was a product of reviews that started as long ago as 1992. It eventually came into force in England and Wales in 2005. The main goal of the Act is to encourage more people to adopt, thereby getting children out of the ‘care’ system and into a secure, safe and nurturing family environment. The Adoption and Children (Scotland) Act of 2007 is due to come into force in 2009. Northern Ireland takes its lead in developing legislation in this area from England and Wales.

The government listened to experts, including adoptive parents and adopted children. Their deliberations examined parenting in its widest context and the many and varied ways that humans care for, love and nurture children. This endeavour paved the way for a greater understanding of diversity in parenting. In turn, this opened the door to considering a much greater pool of people as suitable to become adoptive parents, including those who are single, civil partners, people who are unmarried and same-sex couples.

The idea was to untangle the legal spaghetti that created lengthy delays and put a lot of people off contemplating adoption. The Act also aimed to improve the performance of adoption services, particularly in the long-term advice and support offered to adopting families once a placement had been made. This more ‘user friendly’ approach by the powers that be had a lot to do with the fact that the number of adoptions had fallen in England and Wales.

The Office of National Statistics keeps records on trends in adoption practice.1,2 In 1971 there were 21,495 Adoption Orders (Adoptions) in England and Wales. In 2002, this had fallen to 5,680, and by 2006, 4,764. In the year up to 31 March 2007, 2,735 children were placed for adoption in England and Wales. Between 1996 and 2006 there were increases in the proportion of children adopted between the ages of one to four and a reduction in the five to fourteen age group. The rapid decline in the number of children available for adoption followed the introduction of legal abortion in 1967 and the implementation of the Children Act 1975, which allowed magistrates to award custody of a child or children to an adult, be they one of the parents or another family member, in order that the child might receive the care and attention they required. In the year ending 31 March 2007 there were 64,640 children looked after by local authorities in England and Wales, with slightly more boys than girls (56 to 44 per cent).

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The aim of this book is to encourage you to offer yourselves as adoptive parents by giving you an insight into the process. If you know what to expect you will have a much better chance of managing the many and various challenges that will come your way when you adopt a child. Please note that, unless otherwise indicated, this book focuses on practice in England and Wales.

Remember, seeking permanent solutions for ‘looked-after’ children is currently high up the political and social agenda. There is a renewed interest in the issue, perhaps because the numbers of children being placed is continuing to drop despite the fact that the number of children needing a family is growing. If you were cynical you would conclude that this renewed interest in adoption had more than a little to do with the high cost to the authorities of bringing thousands of children up in foster and care homes. A more generous mind would see the moves to make the process more accessible as altruistic and child-friendly – how else are children to be offered the benefits of a ‘normal’ family life? As potential adopting parents it actually doesn’t matter which view applies; what is important is getting it right for everyone involved. If things are more in your favour these days it is the result of the new legislation, and that is all to the good.

The sheer number of publications about adoption can be bewildering and somewhat overwhelming. Where do you start? Well, clearly if you are reading this, you have chosen this book as one of your guides, and I hope it will prove to be a good choice for you. I have tried to make it possible for you to get the information you need in one publication rather than having to buy everything you find on the book-shelf or scour the internet. With that in mind I have read many thousands of words on this subject by, amongst others, adoption experts, adoptive parents, adopted children and journalists, and tried to bring together what I see as the most useful kernels of information. There is a full bibliography at the end of this book so you can explore further areas that are of particular interest to you at your leisure.

This book starts with a look at the issues you will need to face when you begin to consider adoption. Part Two explains the mechanics of the adoption process, including the assessment, taking into account the currently changing picture due to the new Adoption and Children Act. As a psychiatrist, the legal aspects of adoption are not my area of expertise but I will touch upon them as it is important for you to have at least a rudimentary understanding.

Throughout the book I will focus on the emotional and personal experience of adoption, both before and after a placement is made. Communication is a theme throughout communication between you, your child, the adoption agency, your family and the professionals. Other areas explored include normal childhood development; how children develop attachment behaviours; and how you develop emotional bonds with your child. We’ll look at what can go wrong, and how to deal with it. I will also explore context, which is another important issue when trying to understand your child.

Remember, you are unique, your child is unique and each placement is different. Everyone brings their own distinctive perspective to the journey. This book aims to provide you with details of what to expect and how to negotiate the twists and turns in your journey to parenthood. I hope it will encourage you to seek advice from professionals should the need arise and not ‘suffer in silence’, which will benefit neither you nor your child.

The best way of pursuing this difficult but rewarding path to adopting a child is to arm yourself with as much knowledge as your head can cope with. If you know what you are doing and what to expect, and have an idea of how to handle it, then you stand an excellent chance of getting this right. Acquiring this information is an investment for the future, both for you and for the child who finds a home with you.

THE TIMESCALE FOR ADOPTION

As you might expect there is a pathway and a timescale to the legal process of adoption. This culminates in the granting of an Adoption Order by a court, at which point you are the legal parent of your child and have full parental rights. This book aims to take you through this process a step at a time. Contemplation is the first step. Depending on how you come to adoption, there can be no time put on how long it takes you to move from an initial, perhaps fleeting, thought to actually contacting an adoption agency. You may have discussed your thoughts with your friends, family or partner; you may have read books such as this or trawled the internet. When you are ready, you start the journey by contacting an adoption agency.

You may attend an adoption and fostering ‘event’ run locally where you can talk directly to agency staff, foster and adoptive parents and learn more about adoption and fostering. You will be welcomed and able to get clear advice from experts, be they social workers or parents, and information to take away and read. A member of the team may contact you later to see if you want to proceed. If you ring the agency they should provide you with written information within five working days. They will probably talk to you briefly on the phone about the pros and cons of adoption and then, if you want to proceed, arrange an informal meeting, either in your home or at their office, to discuss your situation and desires. This should happen within six to eight weeks of your initial expression of interest.

If you decide to continue you will formally apply in writing and the agency will decide whether to take you on. If they do not, do not despair; another agency may be more than happy to do so. If they decline your application they must do you the courtesy of explaining their decision. Once you have been accepted the whole process from this date to the agency recommendation as to your suitability should take no longer than eight months. This cannot be written in stone as each case is different, and must be dealt with individually. Some assessments will be shorter, some longer. Your social worker should keep you aware of the timescale and explain any deviations.

Once you have been accepted there then follows the exciting part: the search for your child. This may have commenced during your assessment; for example, your social worker (or you) may have a particular child in mind. The matter of supply and demand comes into play here. The adoption agency will inform you which age groups, types and numbers of children you will be considered for. It then becomes a search for a match. You may have to wait weeks or months but seldom more than a year; it all depends on finding a suitable match. Although frustrating at times it is important to remember how important this process is to your child. No corners should be cut. It is too important a decision to rush.

Once a match has been found and formally agreed by the adoption panel, a Placement Order is issued. This is followed by introductions and meetings. The time involved will vary according to the age of the child, and is much quicker with infants. Once the decision is made, however, it is important not to delay things too long. If all goes well, your child should be placed with you within about six weeks. Once your child is with you the agency will arrange a review of how things are going at four weeks and then every three months until the Adoption Order is granted. If your child is placed with you by an adoption agency you can apply to the courts for an Adoption Order after the child has been with you for 10 weeks.

It therefore takes about eight to 10 months from initial contact with the agency to being accepted as an adoptive parent; up to a similar period (usually much less) waiting for a match; up to six weeks until your child enters your family; 10 weeks until you can apply for an Adoption Order, after which it will depend on the legal processes involved. It is perhaps best to expect that the whole process is likely to take about two years from start to finish. If you choose to adopt from abroad the timescale is likely to be longer (see Chapter 2, here).

Once you have decided to start the ball rolling you will be treading a well-worn path. You will be swept up by the momentum and the requirements of the process and the novelty of the experience. It will be a heady mix of excitement and discovery – not only about your child but also about yourself.

Good luck.


CHAPTER 1

Is Adoption for You?

It is highly likely that you are reading this after months, perhaps years, of thinking about having a child. The idea will not be a new one, so you have already invested a lot of emotional energy into the subject. Adoption may have been your first or only choice; you may have had to come to terms with your infertility. Whatever the background, what you are planning to do is admirable and courageous. Your actions will bring a lifetime of joy not just to you, but to a child whose early prospects were bleak. Having said that, you have to be 100 per cent certain that this is the right course of action for you, and those close to you. Dig deep, search your head and heart before committing to adoption; the consequences of getting it wrong are potentially devastating to all involved. It is not a simple question to resolve, so this chapter is designed to help you make your decision by identifying the questions you need to ask and helping you to answer them.

CHANGING ATTITUDES

Like the type and number of children available for adoption today, the make-up of adoptive parents has changed considerably in the past few decades. The assessment process has had to move with the times to accommodate the different way society sees the ‘family’. We are much more inclusive these days. Twenty-five years ago, social workers would have sought an ‘ideal’ couple. This stereotype would have been drawn from cultural norms including marriage, heterosexuality and moral standing (presumably deduced from the applicants’ position in society, profession or job and attendance at church). This stereotype represented stability, and like today, getting the child into a strong, stable home was of the utmost importance. Unlike today, placing a child with single parents or gay and lesbian couples would have been unheard of. Indeed, the suggestion alone would have caused outrage. Today we are much more open about these issues and take a broader view. The emphasis has moved away from an individual’s sexual orientation or marital status. Now the agencies are looking at the quality of the potential parenting.

As children’s needs have changed, local authorities have tried to broaden their search for adoptive parents who more closely represent the ethnic, cultural and religious diversity of some of these disadvantaged children. Our contemporary understanding of psychological security has also moved on. Adoption agencies now look for evidence of competence in potential adopters. To do this, the assessment examines what things you have achieved and how you have achieved them, overcome obstacles and managed change across your life. You should find this a learning and empowering experience, and it should also provide realistic and in-depth information for your social worker.

Our knowledge of child and human development, and the importance of the early formative years, has become much more sophisticated. This has also influenced thinking about care and adoption. Changes to the assessment process have been driven by an increased understanding of the processes of attachment, bonding, loss and change across the life cycle. The old psychoanalytical theories have been augmented by behavioural and neuro-cognitive theories. Knowledge of how real-world and real-life experiences impact on a child is growing, and with it an understanding of what different parents can bring to adoption.

WHO CAN ADOPT?

A more pertinent question might be ‘who cannot adopt?’ As the law stands, there is nothing to stop most people applying and having a good chance of succeeding. Legally, people cannot be denied the right to be considered as an adoptive parent on grounds of race, sexuality, background or marital status. Gay and lesbian couples, single parents and people from different ethnic groups have just as much right to adopt as the traditional stereotype of the respectable married couple.

There are, however, some restrictions:

[image: images]  You must be over 21, unless you are the birth parent in a joint step-parent adoption, in which case you must be 18 or over. The average age of adopters in the UK is 38.

[image: images]  There is no upper age limit, although common sense will come into play and most agencies would like there to be less than a 45-year age difference between you and your adopted child.

[image: images]  You will not be considered if you have been convicted or cautioned for any offences against children. This applies to anyone over 18 in your household.

[image: images]  You may be excluded if you have been convicted of certain sexual offences against adults.

[image: images]  You may be able to adopt if you have certain other criminal offences but these will have to be taken on a case-by-case basis. Remember, they are likely to be revealed through the criminal records check and so you must be honest with your adoption agency from the outset if this is not to count against you.

[image: images]  You must be domiciled in the UK (i.e. your permanent home is in the UK) or ‘habitually resident’ in the UK for at least 12 months. Habitual residence relates to issues such as the duration, continuity, family ties and stability of your residence in the UK. If you are in any doubt about this seek legal advice early on.

[image: images]  You cannot become an adoptive parent unless you have been assessed and approved by a recognised adoption agency in the UK; it is not possible to arrange an adoption with a birth parent or family without going through due legal process.

There are other exclusions that do not fit neatly into bullet points. This is because they may be temporary or relate to local custom and practice. The list of potential issues that may interfere with adoption is quite long. It may seem intrusive when these issues are examined but it is essential. Remember, everyone wants the same thing: a safe placement of a child.

HONESTY IS THE BEST POLICY

It is important to tell the adoption agency about anything currently happening in your life that may interfere with the adoption or assessment or complicate or compromise the relationship you will need to form with your adoptive child if the adoption is to succeed. For instance, you should tell them about any ongoing fertility treatment. You may not be accepted by an agency for assessment until this is finished because it is important to have come to some ‘closure’. In other words, you need to have been able to grieve for what cannot be and to be ready to invest all your commitment and energies in giving your adopted child the best you can.

You should also be honest about any relationship problems you may be having. Relationships are at the root of making a family and providing safety and security for your child. Your current relationships must therefore be in good repair. Trying to cover the cracks may be okay if it is just you two, but the stresses of the assessment and the addition of a child – your child – will seldom improve the situation. It could be disastrous not only to you but also your child if your relationship fails later and you had not addressed the problems before you adopted your child. Remember, it is all about giving your child the best chance. The assessment process offers you the time, space and support to examine your motives, and many individuals and couples come to see this as valuable in its own right, a chance to re-examine and re-evaluate where they are emotionally.

CHILDREN SEEKING ADOPTION

In 2006 just over 4,700 Adoption Orders were passed in the courts of England and Wales,3 and these children became the legal responsibility of their adoptive parents. These children are the central
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