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While most adoptions have positive outcomes
for the children and their families, many adop-
tive families need supportive services at some
time during the life of the adoption. The
typical crisis and transition periods (such as
adolescence) that all families face can be espe-
cially difficult for adoptive families, because
they also must address specific adoption-
related issues. Families who adopt children
with special needs from the foster care system
face additional challenges, often including the
children’s past experiences of abuse or neglect.
While the vast majority of adoptions of chil-
dren with special needs succeed, research indi-
cates that 10 to 20 percent disrupt before the
adoption is finalized, and approximately 3 to 6
percent dissolve after the adoption has been
finalized.” Children whose adoptions disrupt or
dissolve re-enter the foster care system, adding
to their already traumatic experiences of sepa-
ration and loss. To avoid disruption or disso-
lution, many families need access throughout
the life of the adoption to adoption-competent
services, supports, and resources designed to
promote the family’s well-being.

In recognition of this need, and with the goal
of expanding and enhancing services to adop-
tive families of children with special needs,
the Children’s Bureau has on several occa-
sions established post-legal adoption services
as a priority in its annual adoption discretion-
ary grant announcements. Under that priority
area in 1998, the Children’s Bureau awarded
15 3-year grants to increase permanency and
well-being for children with special needs by
preventing adoption disruption, dissolution, or
out-of-home placement.

With the goal of sharing the knowledge
gained, this paper synthesizes the final reports

' Freundlich, M., & Wright, L. (2003). Post-permanency
services. Seattle: Casey Family Programs.

of those 15 projects. Further information
about each project, including contact informa-
tion, can be found in Appendix A. For copies
of the full final reports, contact Child Welfare
Information Gateway at 800.394.3366 or
info@childwelfare.gov.

Overview of Services
and Outcomes

The projects funded in this cluster were col-
laborative efforts, usually involving the public
child welfare agency at the State or local level,
foster and adoptive parent support groups,
private adoption or family service agencies,
and, in many cases, the local mental health
system. Each of the projects targeted post-
legal adoptive families and their children

with special needs. Other target populations
included:

* Pre-adoptive families

¢ Single adoptive parents

* Transracial adoptive families
¢ Kinship families

Families were referred for services by their
adoption agencies, by other adoptive fami-
lies, or self-referred in response to program
outreach.

In the absence of a best-practices model for
post-adoption services, grantees involved
adoptive families of children with special
needs and adoption professionals in design-
ing their programs. This was accomplished
primarily through focus groups and in-person,
telephone, and mailed surveys. The programs
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were then designed to meet the needs and fill
the service gaps survey participants identified.

Core Services

The projects varied significantly in their
approach to serving adoptive families. Most
of the programs, however, did provide a basic
set of core services.

Parent Support and Educational Groups.

All 15 projects provided or assisted families

in developing support or educational groups
for adoptive parents. Parents who regularly
attended group meetings reported develop-
ing a sense of group cohesion that evolved
into an informal mentoring network. Partici-
pating families reported feeling less isolated,
more knowledgeable about adoption-related
issues, more empowered, more confident in
their ability to parent their children success-
fully, more committed to working through
problems, and more comfortable talking about
adoption within their families and with profes-
sionals whose services they needed. Grantees
reported that these families tended to seek
help sooner—before situations reached the
point of crisis—than families who did not par-
ticipate on an ongoing basis.

Children’s Support and Educational Groups.
Ten projects also provided support and educa-
tional groups for the adopted children. These
groups gave children an opportunity, some-
times their first, to meet and interact with
other children who were adopted. Grantees
reported that the groups provided a safe envi-
ronment where children and teens could talk
about their issues with others who understood
and even shared their concerns. Grantees and
adoptive parents also reported that thera-
peutic groups helped adoptees consider and
deal with the losses in their lives and examine

their feelings and behavior in light of their
past experiences.

Information and Referral. During the needs
assessment phases of these projects, adoptive
families identified a critical need for informa-
tion. All 15 projects provided information and
referral services, either directly (through case
managers or hot lines) or through resource
directories (6 projects), lending libraries (4),
websites (6), and newsletters (7). Adoptive
families reported these information and refer-
ral services helped them locate services and
other resources when needed.

Training for Service Providers. Ten projects
provided adoption competency training

for providers within the professional com-
munity (including the health, mental health,
education, and justice systems). Grantees
developed and delivered local, regional,

and even national trainings for hundreds of
service providers across the country during
the grant period. The focus of these train-
ings was on helping providers better under-
stand the impacts of abuse and neglect,
involvement with the child welfare system,
and separation and loss on children who are
adopted and their families. Participating pro-
viders gained an understanding of adoption
issues and reported greater confidence in
working with adoptive families of children with
special needs.

Additional Services

The following services were provided by
smaller numbers of grantees, but they were
also reported as being important to the fami-
lies who received them.

Recreational/Social Activities. Ten of the
grantees offered a wide variety of activities
such as family picnics, sporting events, rope
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challenge courses, and museum visits. These
activities provided parents, adoptees, and
their siblings opportunities to meet and inter-
act with others like them in informal settings.
Families reported this casual contact in relaxed
settings was therapeutic, providing opportu-
nities for parent-child attachment and for the
formation of informal support networks.

Advocacy. Grantees reported that many adop-
tive parents needed support in dealing with
schools and other community services. Eight
projects provided advocacy services, accom-
panying families to meetings and conferences.
During this process they also taught advo-
cacy skills to the parents, who reported feeling
better able to advocate for their children on
their own after these experiences.

Case Management. Varying levels of case
management services were provided by
eight projects in conjunction with crisis inter-
vention, counseling, or information and
referral services.

Crisis Intervention/Family Preservation.
Crisis intervention or family preservation ser-
vices were available through eight projects.
A variety of approaches were used in deliver-
ing these services, including multidisciplinary
teams and in-home wraparound services.

Respite or Respite Referral. Eight projects
provided respite services for adoptive fami-
lies. One project sponsored activities such as
movie night or a trip to the zoo for children
so the parents could have time to them-
selves. Another organized a summer camp
for children.

Services for Families Who Have Adopted
Transracially. At least five projects provided
services specifically for families who had
adopted transracially. These shared a common

goal of strengthening the children’s racial
and cultural identities and providing assis-
tance with issues related to transracial adop-
tion. The most frequently provided service
for these families was support groups. Other
programs included matching adoptive fami-
lies with “buddy” families of the same race
as the adopted child; recruiting and training
same-race mentors for transracially adopted
children; multicultural book reviews and book
fairs; workshops on how to choose and use
books effectively to help children get in touch
with their culture; and multicultural camps

for transracially adopted children and their
families. Participating families reported these
programs to be very beneficial. Many of the
relationships formed through these programs
continued beyond the life of the grant.

Less Frequently Offered Services. Other ser-
vices offered by some grantees included:

* Mini-grants ($1,000 to $5,000) to adoptive
parent groups to develop educational or
respite care services for families (6 projects).

® Formal needs assessments of individual
families and children to determine the
services the families and children needed
most (7).

* Individual or family counseling for parents
and children (6).

* Mentorship programs for children, or
“buddy” programs for adoptive parents to
be mentored by more experienced adop-
tive families (5).

Project Outcomes

Evaluating post-adoption services programs
is challenging for a number of reasons. Chal-
lenges identified by these grantees and
through a review of the literature include:
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e |tis difficult to demonstrate that outcomes
are related to the services provided.

¢ Clear points in time at which to measure
outcomes do not exist.

e There is no consensus within the field about
which outcomes and measures to focus on.

¢ Direct service staff may not have the skills
or an interest in conducting rigorous
evaluations.

¢ Locating skilled evaluators with knowledge
of adoption can be difficult.

e The total number of families served by
post-adoption services programs is typically
small.

e Outcomes achieved may be relatively
modest and difficult to measure.

* Tangible outcomes, such as prevention of
adoption disruption or dissolution, are very
difficult to track. It is challenging to prove
conclusively that families would have had
a negative experience without a program'’s
intervention.

* The diversity of programs makes cross-site
evaluations difficult.

In an effort to address these barriers, grantees
used a combination of process and outcome
evaluation methodologies. Process evaluations
looked at such issues as numbers of families
and children served, demographics and adop-
tion history of those families and children,
types of services provided, and whether adop-
tive parents improved their parenting skills.
Outcome evaluations looked at the results

of the services provided as measured by
parent and child satisfaction surveys, disrup-
tion data, whether the well-being of adopted
children improved, and whether communities

were more aware and supportive of adoption.
Outcome data were collected through satis-
faction surveys, focus groups, and pre- and
post-tests. Client information systems were
used to collect demographic data.

Outcomes reported by grantees included:

e Improved parenting skills. A number of
participating families reported being able
to care for their children in their homes
despite challenging behaviors because of
the post-adoption services they received.
Those same families reported an overall
improvement in their ability to cope with
adoption-related issues and an increased
use of community resources. They also
expressed an increased awareness and
understanding of how childhood trauma
can affect children’s behavior, an increased
commitment to working through problem
behaviors, and greater confidence in their
ability to do so.

¢ Improved child functioning. Some of the
projects reported improvements in the
children’s well-being and behavior. Several
grantees reported support groups helped
children explore their own issues concern-
ing adoption, understand themselves and
their families, develop social skills, and
connect with other adopted children. At
least two projects reported these groups
had the additional benefit of improving
children’s relationships with their parents.
Counseling, support groups, and commu-
nity resources were cited as helping fami-
lies work through children’s behavioral and
emotional problems. Improvements in
children’s behavior were measured through
child assessments, surveys of family func-
tioning, observations by staff, or parents’
reports.
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¢ Increase in adoptions. One statewide
project reported a 72 percent increase in
the number of adoptions in the State during
the course of the grant. While the passage
of ASFA during this period certainly had
an impact, it had also been the program’s
hypothesis that an increase in the avail-
ability and accessibility of post-adoption
services might result in an increase in the
number of finalized adoptions, as families
were confident they would have support.

* Prevention of adoption disruptions. Three
of the five projects that reported disrup-
tion data reported that no disruptions had
occurred among the families served by the
end of the project. One project reported
that only one of the families served had
experienced a disruption. Another grantee,
however, reported that, while eight dis-
ruptions had been prevented, nine had
occurred. It is difficult to know how to inter-
pret these data, because different families
received different sets of services, there
were no control groups, grantees offered
limited information about sample sizes,
and the projects varied so that compari-
son of populations across projects was not
possible.

Many of the outcomes reported by grantees
were anecdotal or descriptive in nature. That
is not, however, to negate the importance
of the data and information provided in the
project evaluations, which do demonstrate
positive outcomes.

Common Challenges/
Promising Strategies

Grantees experienced a number of common
challenges associated with attracting and
engaging adoptive families, presenting train-
ings to community service providers, recruiting
and retaining qualified staff and volunteers,
and sustaining the programs beyond the grant
period. Details of these challenges and the
strategies programs used or recommended to
overcome them follow.

Engaging Adoptive Families

Grantees faced ongoing challenges engag-
ing adoptive families of children with special
needs in services. Families tended not to par-
ticipate regularly in support groups and activi-
ties, but to move in and out as their needs
changed. Grantees reported families were
more likely to make contact once they were

in a state of crisis, seeming to believe that
seeking help before that point would be a sign
of failure. Several projects also served large
geographic areas where extensive travel time
(1 to 2 hours each way) was required for many
families who wished to participate in groups.

Engagement methods grantees used (many
of which were found to improve participation)
included:

e Conducting extensive outreach. Most
projects found it necessary to continue out-
reach activities throughout the project in
order to have sufficient participation, partic-
ularly with support groups. Outreach activi-
ties included mailings to adoptive parents;
public service announcements; information
booths at community events; and presen-
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tations to adoption staff, parent groups,
home study groups, professional confer-
ences, local churches, community centers,
and fraternities and sororities.

Reducing the travel burden. To address
the hardship of extensive travel for fami-
lies, at least two programs began meeting
with families in their own neighborhoods.
One project also recruited local facilita-
tors for neighborhood groups from among
the adoptive parents who lived in the
community.

Offering “perks.” Families seemed to
respond positively to the provision of food
at the group meetings, especially when
they were held in the evenings after a long
day at work. Some projects also provided
childcare, usually by scheduling children’s
and teens’ group meetings at the same
time as the parent group meetings.

Offering education. Several projects
offered training sessions and presentations
on specific areas of childhood development
to ensure that parents left each session
feeling they had gained at least one “too
that would help them in their day-to-day
parenting. They found that adoptive fami-
lies were more willing to seek knowledge
than they were to seek help. One project
changed from monthly weekday evening
meetings of about 2 hours to quarterly day-
long Saturday meetings with an educational
component for parents and for children.

|Il

Offering recreation and social activities.
Grantees reported that recreational and
social activities provided non-threatening
entry points into post-adoption support
programs. Families who participated in
these services were more likely to seek help

earlier when challenges arose, before the
family was in a state of crisis.

e Supporting families who cannot partici-
pate in groups. Several programs found
newsletters and websites were effective
in building a community among adoptive
families who did not participate in group
activities. These tools served as non-threat-
ening ways to address concerns, provide
families with education and information in
their homes, show them that other fami-
lies shared their challenges, and help them
locate help when needed. One project pro-
vided a chat room with regularly scheduled
weekly support chats or visits from adop-
tion experts.

Training Providers

While grantees recognized that offering adop-
tion training to community service provid-
ers was one of the most effective ways to
support adoptive families of children with
special needs, doing so was not without its
challenges. Providers frequently had difficulty
getting time off from work for the training.
Staff who had adoption expertise often did
not have the time to become trainers. Many
providers simply were not interested in or did
not recognize the need for adoption-specific
training.

Efforts to address these issues included:

e Being flexible. Some grantees tried offer-
ing training on Saturdays, so providers
would not have to miss work. Unfortunately,
this did not meet with a great deal of
success. In most cases providers were even
more reluctant to give up a Saturday than
they had been to miss a workday to attend.
It was also more difficult to recruit trainers
for Saturday sessions. Others tried shorten-
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ing the sessions and offering them to pro-
fessional groups on-site.

e Offering credit. Some grantees recom-
mended that future projects investigate
getting the classes certified for CEUs as an
incentive for providers to participate.

e Offering compensation. Another recom-
mendation was to budget funds to make it
possible to offer stipends for professionals
who work fee-for-service and cannot afford
to miss days of work to attend adoption-
specific training.

Recruiting and Retaining
Qualified Staff

The projects were unable to offer competitive
salaries, particularly for Master's-level social
workers. As a result, recruitment was difficult
and many of the programs experienced exten-
sive staff turnover.

Strategies used to improve staff recruitment
and retention included:

e Offering incentives. Grantees offered
employees flexible work schedules and
educational opportunities.

¢ Hiring staff with experience. Hiring staff
with adoption experience and a genuine
commitment to the field was another strat-
egy that met with limited success.

Retaining staff remained a challenge through-
out the life of the grant in a number of cases,
resulting in recommendations that future post-
adoption programs budget for more competi-
tive salaries.

Recruiting and Retaining Volunteers

A number of grantees used volunteers, pri-
marily to serve as mentors for adopted chil-
dren and youth. While recruitment seemed
generally successful, many potential volun-
teers dropped out between the initial expres-
sion of interest and the orientation meeting,
or between orientation and the first training
session. Barriers grantees noted included the
level of commitment required and delays in
processing background checks and scheduling
training.

Projects developed several strategies for
dealing with this:

e Casting a wide net. Some of the recruit-
ment methods grantees mentioned
included mailings, local radio talk shows,
and volunteer fairs.

¢ Targeting the right groups. Several pro-
grams began targeting their recruitment
efforts to young professionals, college stu-
dents, and others who may have more time
and availability for the commitments.

e Offering more timely training. Some
grantees provided training in small groups
or even individualized sessions so recruits
would not have to wait as long.

e Recruiting for specific children. Several
projects recruited using a list of specific
children who needed mentors.

Grantees reported that potential volunteers
seemed generally more likely to step forward
for a specific child rather than for a program.
When responding to the needs of a particu-
lar child, prospective volunteers also seemed
more willing to wait a reasonable length of
time for the screening and training require-
ments to be met.
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Sustaining Programs

Locating ongoing local or State funding for
these preventive programs was difficult. Only
four projects were able to continue providing
direct services once the grants ended.

* In one case, the State child welfare agency
recognized the program'’s excellent work
and provided funding to continue the
project.

* One project committed to continuing ser-
vices on a limited basis, using funding from
State reimbursement for finalized adoptions
and private fundraising events.

¢ A third project had not received or identi-
fied additional funding, but committed to
continuing limited services through a volun-
teer effort.

* A private family services agency that had
been a collaborator and a direct service
provider in one of the projects decided to
continue to provide all post-adoption ser-
vices that were provided during the project.

The remaining 11 projects were unable to con-
tinue their post-adoption services on a formal
basis. Grantees were quick to point out,
however, that continuation of a project’s activi-
ties is not the only way to measure its impact
on the community. For example, the provid-
ers who participated in adoption-competence
training ideally retain an increased sensitivity
to and comfort level in dealing with the adop-
tion issues that families and their children
bring to them. Many of the parent support
groups started through these projects contin-
ued to meet after funding ended. Resource
guides, lending libraries, websites, and news-
letters developed with these funds continue to
be available to adoptive families, prospective
adoptive families, and providers.

Lessons Learned

In addition to strategies that address the spe-
cific challenges described above, some strate-
gies were seen by many of the programs to be
crucial to their overall success. Their recom-
mendations are summarized below.

Adoptive families need knowledge
about service availability.

Grantees noted adoptive families of children
with special needs had an easier time dealing
with challenges when pre- and post-adoption
training had alerted them to the likelihood

of difficulties and when they had an exist-

ing relationship with a provider of post-adop-
tion support and treatment services. From the
first contact with a family, providers should
work with parents to help them recognize an
impending crisis, understand the importance
of seeking help as soon as possible, iden-
tify resources, and develop the skills to utilize
those resources.

Take time to plan.

Before launching a post-adoption services
program, it is important to dedicate staff,
resources, and time to community needs
assessment, systems planning, and program
development. Identifying what families need,
what services are available, and whether suf-
ficient numbers of adoption-competent pro-
viders exist within the community will help
programs identify gaps and create a seamless
continuum of appropriate services for adop-
tive families.
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Flexibility is critical.

The service delivery system proposed in
grant applications may not address the needs
and interests identified by adoptive families
and professionals once the project is under-
way. Projects sometimes need to adjust their
methods to meet the needs of the target
population. For example, parents served by
these projects made it clear that they wanted
to be able to select the services most useful
to them, rather than receiving a set “menu” of
services determined by the grantees. Having
choices helped parents feel empowered.
Similarly, support groups that were allowed to
develop their own unique tone and structure
were more successful in retaining participants.

Collaboration is essential.

Often the supports and services that adop-
tive families of children with special needs

are likely to need are already available in

their communities. The issue is simply their
lack of visibility or accessibility. Collaboration
among the public and private service deliv-
ery systems that touch the lives of adoptive
families—by sharing knowledge, referrals, and
resources as necessary to “wrap” appropriate
services around individual families—is essen-
tial in order to build a solid network of sup-
ports and referrals. Collaboration, however,

is not without its challenges. One grantee
approached this issue by having each partici-
pating agency determine its own program-
matic involvement and make its own deci-
sions within its area of expertise and interest,
in consultation with the other collaborating
agencies when needed. This approach worked
effectively when all parties were clear on the

goals and objectives of the collaboration and
on their respective roles and responsibilities

in achieving those goals and objectives. It is
important that these be developed, discussed,
written down, and signed by all prior to imple-
mentation of the project.

Conclusion

The post-legal adoption services programs

for adoptive families of children with special
needs funded in this grant cluster faced similar
challenges in engaging families, recruiting and
retaining staff and volunteers, training commu-
nity service providers, and finding resources
to sustain services. In addressing these chal-
lenges, grantees felt certain strategies were
critical. Taking the time to assess the needs
and interests of the specific target population
served, and adjusting the services provided to
address those needs, was found to be essen-
tial. Grantees also learned that adoptive fami-
lies tend not to seek services until they are in
crisis—establishing a relationship with a post-
adoption services provider early in the life of
the adoption may help families know where
and how to seek help when it is needed.
Finally, grantees noted that collaboration with
other community service providers is essen-
tial to help adoptive families find and access
the services they may need. Organizations
wishing to build or refine post-adoption ser-
vices in their own communities may find these
lessons learned helpful in their own efforts to
assist adoptive families and their children with
special needs.
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Appendix B: Services Provided—by Grantee
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Adoption Network, A Community of Resources
(ANCOR)—Arizona ° ° ° ° i
Post-Legal Adf)ptlc?n Services: Targeting Single e ol e o e o e ol olo!le
Mothers—California
Family & Friends Adoptive Network (FFAN)—California e o e o o e 6 o o o
Adoptive Family Therapeutic & Educational Services
(AFTER—California il i il i il i il i
Partnership for Strengthening Identity—California e o o o e o
The Post-Legal Adoption Services Program—Connecticut e o o o o o e o o o o o
Post-Legal Adoption Services Together (PAST)—Connecticut e o o e 6 o o o o
Pathways to Adoption—Massachusetts e o o e o o
Adoption Opportunities Grant—Michigan e o o e o e o o o
Forever Families Program—New York [ ) [ ) o o o o o o
Post-Legal Adoption Network (PLAN)—New York () e o o o e o o o e o
Pennsylvania Adoption Connection (PAC)—Pennsylvania e o o o o e o o o o o
Beyond Adoption: Crgatlng A Community of ° °ole °ole
Support—Pennsylvania
Post Legal Adoption Services—Vermont ® e o o o ® e o o
Strerlgthenlng Spemal Needs and Interracial ® ® ® ol e
Families—Washington
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