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By: Jenny Whittle, Cabinet Member for Specialist Children’s 
Services 

 Andrew Ireland, Corporate Director of Families and Social 
Care 

 
To: Corporate Parenting Panel – 5 December 2011 
 
Subject: ADOPTION SERVICES 
 
Classification: Unrestricted 
 

Summary: 
 
In October the Adoption Service was inspected by Ofsted. This report provides 
the summary oral feedback given by the inspectors at the end of the process.  
The Council also commissioned Martin Narey to undertake an independent 
review of the adoption service. His report is attached as an appendix. 
Mr Narey will attend the panel to present his findings and answer questions 
 
Recommendations: 
 
The Panel is asked to: 
 
(a)  NOTE the oral feedback from the Ofsted Inspectors (Appendix A) 
(b) NOTE the findings of the Martin Narey Review (Appendix C) 
(c) NOTE the draft action plan and request a final version and regular 

updates on progress to be submitted to this Panel (Appendix D) 
 

 
Introduction 
 
1. (1) This report sets out the initial feedback of the Ofsted inspection 
of Adoption Services in October and the findings of the separate review of our 
effectiveness within the service undertaken by Martin Narey. 
 
Background 
 
2. (1) Ofsted undertook a regulatory inspection of the adoption service 
in October against the national standards. The inspector gave detailed oral 
feedback on the final day of the inspection to the Corporate Director and 
managers of the service.  The final report has not been published at the time 
of this report but may be available at the time of the committee. A record of 
the oral feedback is attached as Appendix A. 
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(2) Inspectors indicated that the overall rating for service was likely 
to be a “solid good”. However, since that feedback he has indicated that the 
inspection will be subject to national moderation and the final result will not be 
known until the publication of the report.  
 

(3) The positives commented on by the inspectors included: 

• strong on safeguarding  
• complaints dealt with appropriately  
• adopters pleased with the level of post adoption support available  
• improvements in post adoption plans  
• good assessment of post adoption support  
• good commissioning arrangements with Action For Children on a 

number of issues  
• agency holds a positive view of birth parents and family members  
• good plan for recruiting and assessing prospective adopters  
• good training including for second time adopters  
• very positive about the management of the service and about the staff 

in general 

(4) The negatives were few but included: 

• delays in assessments although improving 
• issue of consistency in medical advisors  
• issues with the waiting times for CAMHS  
• lack of an education policy  
• the timeliness and quality of life story work. 
• quality of child placement reports 

(5) Members will be reassured at the service’s compliance with 
national standards and managers and staff within the service are to be 
commended for this achievement. This does put Kent's adoption service and 
children's services as a whole in a particularly strong position to take forward 
the government's new agenda on adoption. We know we can do much more- 
in particular, by increasing the supply of adoptive parents, speeding up the 
recruitment process and improving on care planning and early decision 
making for children in the care system.  
 

(6) For these reasons we invited Martin Narey the new Adoption 
Czar to review the adoption system in Kent and provide some external 
challenge as a "critical friend".  Martin Narey’s biography is attached as 
Appendix B. Members will be aware that Martin Narey has spearheaded the 
government’s campaign to reverse the decline in the numbers of Looked after 
Children who are successfully placed for adoption.  
 

(7) Martin Narey’s report is attached as Appendix C. Mr Narey has 
agreed to attend the panel to present his findings in person.  
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(8) The service has begun to draft an action plan based on the initial 
findings from Ofsted and the recommendations made by Mr Narey. This is 
attached at Appendix D. Delivering the required improvements will require a 
whole system approach which encompasses the contributions of not just the 
adoption service but district teams, our legal services, the judiciary and 
CAFCAS. We are very fortunate that there is strong political leadership in 
Kent for this direction and a real commitment to improving the life chances of 
looked after children. Mrs Whittle has also met with Judge Polden and will be 
leading a working party to reduce waiting times within the court process. 
 

(9) To support our improvement we are also in discussions with 
Coram one of the most successful voluntary sector adoption charities in the 
country to provide temporary management support to the service and help 
drive forward these initiatives.    
 

(10) This all adds up to a very strong strategic approach to improving 
adoption within Kent and will put the Council in a strong position in advance of 
the anticipated Green paper 
 
Recommendation 
 
3. (1) The Panel is asked to: 
 
(a) NOTE the oral feedback from the Ofsted Inspectors (Appendix A) 
(b) NOTE the findings of the Martin Narey Review (Appendix C) 
(c) NOTE the draft action plan and request a final version and regular 

updates on progress to be submitted to this Panel (Appendix D) 
 
 
 
Andrew Ireland 
Corporate Director Families & Social Care 
01622 694173 
andrew.ireland@kent.gov.uk 
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 Appendix A  

 
 
Oral feedback from Ofsted Inspectors 
 
Inspectors indicated that the overall rating for service was likely to be a “solid 
good”. However, since that feedback he has indicated that the inspection will 
be subject to national moderation and the final result will not be known until 
the publication of the report. The key feedback included the following. 
 
Staying Safe - Standards 4, 5, 13,14. 22 .29 
 
The inspectors found very good work in this area in terms of matching, 
policies and procedures.  The service met the majority of the standards with a 
few minor issues to be addressed. The County Adoption manager holds 
responsibility for the Adoption Budget which the Inspectors felt to be in the 
right place as it allows for consistency across the county particularly when 
dealing with Adoption Support.  The inspectors recognised that there is a 
tendering process taking place with CAHMS and the LAC teams and 
Inspectors felt that this was positive move. 
 
The inspectors felt that children are safe and that good policies are in place.  
Inspectors only examined one case in respect of safeguarding, which was 
dealt with affectively. 
 
The adopters visited by the inspectors had provided a very safe environment 
for her children.   
 
Standard 13 – Consultants (specialists)  
 
There does seem to be lack of consistency between medical advisors which is 
cause for concern.  It appears that some medical advisers are willing to see 
adopters and that there are some who do not see this as part of their role.   
 
There are issues with CAHMS – adopted children have to wait a substantial 
amount of time – ten weeks plus which is felt to be excessive.   
 
 
Enjoying and Achieving - Standard 3 
 
The inspectors met with an adopter.  The inspectors gave feedback that the 
adopter was well assessed, trained and supported..  The adopters gave good 
examples of boundaries set for children.  The adopter was pleased with the 
level of post adoption support on offer and with the level of training offered 
such as ‘Parenting the angry child’ and ‘keep your cool’.  The inspectors felt 
these are good training events.  The inspectors noted that the children are 
very active and have lots of outside activities – football and music/dance.  The 
adopter was determined and assertive about education for the children.   
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The inspectors noted that there is not an Education Policy which needs to be 
addressed by the Virtual school. – Standard 7.4.   
 
Adoption support plans are now robust and achievable.  These are managed 
effectively.   
 
All adoption support staff  have completed theraplay training and 4 of the team 
are trained to deliver Webster Stratton training. Good assessment of adoption 
support and needs have been demonstrated.   
 
The inspectors noted that there is a good commissioning arrangement  Action 
for Children (CAFIS).   
 
Making a positive contribution - Standard 1 
The inspectors liked the Children’s Guide and felt that it is very user friendly.  
The inspectors noted that there is not a stock of guides available in different 
formats but are aware that they are available should they be needed. 
 
Consultation  
There are some good areas.  The inspectors noted that the service do consult 
with LAC on a regular basis.  They were interesting to note that young people 
are part of interview processes for new staff as they do not see many 
authorities doing this.  As part of the new National Minimum Standards there 
needs to be a formalised process in place to obtain the views of adopted 
children.  This is necessary to monitor and improve the authority.  It is 
recognised that older young people may not want to take part but need to 
come up with different ways to involve them. The inspectors suggested an on 
line young persons group. 
 
Standard 2 
Adopters are very well prepared to support a child’s emotional development 
and wellbeing.  There is an issue with district workers having limited 
knowledge of the child in order to write life story book.  The inspectors felt that 
that life story work is a substantial weakness.   
The letter box system works well and is managed by Action for Children.  The 
inspectors spoke to two adults affected by adoption – both of whom are very 
happy with the service provided. 
 
The inspectors noted that intermediary work is being carried out, which they 
felt is very good as some authorities have stopped this.   
 
Organisation - Standards – 10.11.17.18.19.20.21.23.24.25.27.28.29 
 
Standard 10 – Recruiting and Assessing Prospective Adopters  
The preparation course was viewed by inspectors as a very good course. 
Some adopters had been waiting a long time which has now been addressed.  
There is also a course for second time adopters which the inspectors felt was 
good.   
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Standard 11 – Inter-country 
There are good processes in place.  The inspectors are aware that Kent is on 
the point of outsourcing this part of the service. 
 
The inspectors noted that it is good for the service to refer applicants to the 
Inter-country Adoption Centre as the service recognises that this particular 
area is very specialised area. 
 
Standard 17 – Adoption Panel and Agency Decision Maker 
Standard 17.2 – Quality Assurance and Feedback.  
Inspectors noted that there should be a 6 monthly feedback to the executive 
from the panels which does not seem to be happening at moment.   
 
The inspectors observed a panel and noted that all panel members were 
white and female.  They noted that this is also the case with the adoption 
team.  The Panel was robust and questions were relevant and according to 
legislation and were appropriate.  The letters are sent out in requisite 7 days  
Minutes are well written and are of a very high standard and extremely well 
done.   
 
Standard 18.  
The Statement of Purpose and Children’s Guides are in place 
 
Standard 19 
The inspectors noted the Authority has an experienced manager and senior 
staff who are very knowledgeable and supportive.  The inspectors were 
interested to note that the Agency had not recruited externally for 5 years.   
 
In terms of employment records, they are easy to access and are online and 
easy to follow.  All had current CRB checks in place and there is a clear 
system in place to flag up when due.  However, the system is missing for  
verification of references, which is needs to be addressed 
 
Standard 23 – Induction 
Qualifications and learning – clear career path and post qualification training is 
in place. The adoption social workers and management all felt that the agency 
valued training and development, which the inspectors noted as a strength of 
the agency. 
 
Standard 25 – Monitoring of Records/Work of Agency 
These are recorded on ICS.  Monitoring is taking place and senior managers 
are auditing cases.. 
 
Child Placement Reports  
The quality is these is variable and is a weakness.  The inspectors recognise 
that this is something that the agency has limited control of. CPR training for 
social workers has not taken place over the last 12 months due to other 
priorities in the Improvement Plan. This has had an impact for quality 
assurance.   
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The lead inspector will co-ordinate and compile a report which will go through 
Ofsted’s quality assurance process.  This is then sent to the registered person 
(Liz Totman) and to the nominated manger.  The authority will then have 10 
days to report factual errors.  Report is published within 28 days and with the 
agency within 21 days. 
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Appendix B 
BIOGRAPHY 
 

Martin Narey 

Martin Narey, Chief Executive of Barnardo's, has 

previously worked as Director General of the Prison 

Service, Chief Executive of the National Offender 

Management Service and a Permanent Secretary at 

the Home Office. When running prisons he was 

widely recognised for his commitment to 

transforming and motivating prison staff, and for 

his clarity of vision and determination to drive 

through improvements in the way in which 

prisoners were treated. He established the Decency 

Agenda in prisons, which led to significant 

improvements in prison conditions. 

 

Martin graduated in 1977 from what was then 

Sheffield Polytechnic and began his career in the Health Service. In 1982, he resigned 

to train as a prison governor. He worked in a local prison, a borstal and a top security 

prison before taking a number of posts in Whitehall. He was appointed as the 

youngest ever Director General of the Prison Service in 1998. 

 

He has a deep and passionate concern for disadvantaged young people. It is this thread 

which brought him to Barnardo's, which works with more than 100,000 disadvantaged 

children and young people with a staff of around 7,000 and 11,000 volunteers.  

 

Martin joined Barnardo's in October 2005 and has led it through a period of sustained 

growth and succeeded in significantly improving its influencing capacity. There have 

been major achievements in changing government policy on issues such as children in 

care, asylum seeking children and the supervision of child sex offenders. But the 

campaigning priority for Barnardo's has been child poverty.  

 

In 2004, shortly before leaving the Civil Service, Martin was the recipient of the 

Chartered Management Institute's Gold Medal for leadership, a prestigious annual 

award recognising a single individual. Martin was the first public sector recipient of 

the medal for 10 years. He has Honorary Doctorates from Sheffield Hallam and 

Teesside Universities and is a visiting Professor at Sheffield Hallam. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
I was commissioned by Kent County Council to undertake a review of adoption with 
a view to seeing whether and how adoptions in Kent might increase in number as 
well as being brought to completion more speedily. I dedicated 22 days to the study 
of which I spent about 16 in Kent. I interviewed around forty staff from District 
offices, generally in groups of two or three. I met most of the adoption team in one 
large group, met their managers individually and the County Adoption manager 
frequently. I met District and Area Managers and three Councillors as well as the 
Leader of the Council and had a number of discussions with Jenny Whittle, Lead 
Cabinet Member and with senior officials. Additionally, and for the purposes of 
comparison I visited a high performing local authority and held discussions with a 
number of practitioners from other authorities and voluntary sector organisations.  
 
I received cooperation throughout and I was particularly grateful for the advice I 
received from Jenny Whittle and both Malcolm Newsam and Alistair Pettigrew. 
None of my observations should be taken to be in any way critical of senior 
managers or the Lead Cabinet Member who, while concentrating on wider and more 
urgent improvements to Children’s Services in Kent, allowed me an open canvas.  I 
was however encouraged that nothing that I shared with senior officials surprised 
them. My particular thanks go to the County Adoption Manager, who gave me a 
great deal of her time, meeting me on six separate occasions. There will be things in 
this report with which she will disagree. But I know from our discussions there is 
much that she will recognise.  
 
2.  History of adoption in Kent 
 
Kent has enjoyed a good reputation in managing adoption. Experts from outside the 
County speak warmly about its historical performance and there is no doubt that in 
the period following the establishment of Public Service Agreement (PSA) targets 
which followed the first election of the Labour government in 1997, Kent clearly 
gripped adoption and numbers grew reaching 132 a year.  
 
It has been difficult to establish why that grip on adoption was lost. Some staff 
suggested that the PSA targets had been uniquely influential alongside the then 
Prime Minister’s personal prioritising of adoption. But many others gave greater 
emphasis to a significant reduction in the priority afforded to adoption in Kent. Some 
told me they believed that adoption was no longer a favoured option in the County. 
 
Whatever the reason it is very clear that performance has dipped markedly. The 2008 
to 2010 Adoption Service Annual Reports records that the number of children 
adopted by year was as follows: 
 
2006/07  93 
2007/08  91 
2008/09  78 
2009/10  69 
2010/11  57 
April – July 2012 25 
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As the above table shows there has been a recovery in numbers in the first part of 
2011/12. In the first four months of this year 25 children have been adopted and the 
end year total should show a recovery from the nadir of 2010/11. Experience 
elsewhere in England suggests that this is a likely consequence of the increased 
numbers of children in care, which began in the wake of the Baby Peter tragedy, and 
that the increase is likely to be maintained.  If it is, there needs to be a notable 
improvement in adoptive carer recruitment to meet demand. A telling statistic for 
this year is that there have been only 21 adopters approved by Panel since April 
against a total of 90 children in Kent who have been cleared for adoption. There are 
more children for whom adoption is the current plan and, later in the year, I believe 
that figure of 90 may reach three figures. 
 
A similar decline in adoption numbers can be observed in other English counties, 
partly because Special Guardianship Orders (SGOs) have grown in recent years and 
as an alternative to adoption. But even if one includes SGOs one still sees a steady 
deterioration in performance in Kent with the total number of adoptions and special 
guardianships falling steadily: 
 
2006/07  121 
2007/08  121 
2008/09  100 
2009/10   82 
2010/11   77 
 
Although the numbers of guardianships and adoptions combined is recovering this 
year, totalling 63 at the end of July, this follows a steady and alarming fall in the 
previous two years (adoptions by 27% and adoptions and SGOs combined by 23%). 
This is surprising when one takes account of Kent’s investment in adoption, which is 
not inconsiderable. Between 2008/09 and 2010/11 the total adoption budget 
(ignoring financial support to adopters and special guardians) rose from £2.17m to 
£2.86m while the number of adoptions fell from 78 to 57. 
 
It is hard to understand why such deteriorating performance has not been recognised 
until the Lead Cabinet Member began focusing on adoption at the beginning of this 
year. One explanation may be that, compared to other parts of England, and based 
on data produced by the Department for Education, Kent’s performance has sat, and 
currently sits, in the mid range of County performance. But the DfE data takes no 
account of investment in staffing and other resources in Kent. When one takes 
account of that it is clear that much better performance can and should be sustained. 
 
As part of my review I visited and examined performance in another county, which 
has some of the same geographical challenges as in Kent. Ofsted has just rated the 
Adoption Service there as outstanding, so one might expect its costs to be relatively 
high. This is particularly so when one considers that it is a county of very large 
geographical spread but of relatively small population and with fewer opportunities 
than in Kent to achieve economies of scale 
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In fact the reverse is true. The total staffing of the adoption team in North Yorkshire, 
including managers, amounts to thirteen. Over the last two years there have been 84 
adoptions or special guardianships completed. This equates to about three per 
member of staff each year. In Kent, where there are 46.5 whole time equivalents in 
the adoption team (including managers), the total number of adoptions and SGOs 
over the same period was 159 equating to just 1.7 per member of staff each year. 
Having spent time in both Counties my conclusion was that the comparator County 
was more focused on adoption, more cost conscious, and with a much better grip of 
the key data. 
 
3.  The Current Challenge 
 
Kent has a large number of children in care and the number has been rising steadily. 
Ignoring asylum seeking children the numbers have increased as follows: 
 
March 2007  1163 
March 2008  1144 
March 2009  1132 
March 2010  1233 
March 2011  1461 
August 2011  1529 
 
In short, and in four and a half years, the number of children in care has increased by 
nearly four hundred or by 32%. In part this increase reflects a greater tendency to 
intervene in the lives of neglected children in the wake of the Baby Peter tragedy. It is 
important to assert here that I heard nothing in Kent - and there is no evidence 
nationally - to suggest that those decisions are inappropriate or that social workers 
have become unduly cautious and are pursuing care orders unnecessarily. Rather, 
and right across England and Wales, the evidence suggests that there has been 
simply a minor correction in the tendency established over the last three decades, to 
remove fewer children from birth parents. 
 
There was a similar increase in the numbers of children taken into care in England 
after the Victoria Climbié case. But those numbers subsequently fell back. It is 
unlikely that numbers will fall back again this time and nor would that be in the 
interests of children in Kent for whom care – it must be stressed – will generally be a 
much better option than continuing to live in family neglect. Research is now entirely 
clear on that issue. 
 
It is important to recognise that only a minority of children in care in Kent will be 
suitable for adoption. Because of that I would not have expected to see any increase 
in the proportion of children leaving care for adoption. But one might have expected 
the numbers of children adopted from care to have grown. In fact, the reverse is true: 
 
Year end Looked after children Adoptions  Proportion  
 
Apr 2007  1163    93   8% 
Apr 2008  1144    91   8% 
Apr 2009  1132    78   6.8% 
Apr 2010  1233    69   5.6% 
Apr 2011  1461    57   3.9% 
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Adoption should never be pursued simply because it saves money. But there is no 
doubt that were adoption managed more energetically in Kent there would be a 
financial pay off as the increase in the numbers of children being taken into care 
would be ameliorated, if only in part, by those leaving care for adoption. At the same 
time, the life chances of those children who were adopted would be radically 
improved. 
 
Harrow is a much smaller authority than Kent but practice there in recent years is 
instructive nevertheless. In 2006 they invited a voluntary adoption agency, Coram, to 
work alongside them to help boost adoption and special guardianship. Since the 
establishment of the partnership the proportion of children leaving care in Harrow, 
either for adoption or special guardianship has increased nearly seven fold (from 3% 
to 20%). And because children have been leaving care for adoption or guardianship 
in such greater numbers, Harrow –very much against the trend in England - has not 
seen a net increase in the overall number of children in its care.  

KPMG were invited to conduct an independent audit of the financial savings 
achieved through the increased number of adoptions and guardianships in Harrow 
(and the consequent reduction in the number of children in care) and have confirmed 
that in 2010/11 alone, that Authority saved £440,000. 

So it is clear that were Kent to increase adoptions, not only would it be transforming 
the lives of some of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children in Kent, it 
would, simultaneously achieve potentially very significant financial savings. 

 
4.  The management of adoption in Kent and the need to make someone 
accountable 
 
In my experience of management of two large public services and of the UK’s biggest 
children’s charity the effective management of anything depends on the 
identification of an individual with both the authority to deliver and the 
accountability for delivery. Such a person, other than at the most senior level, does 
not exist in Kent. No one is charged with managing adoption from end to end. There 
is an Adoption Manager, Vanessa Glenn, whom I found to be knowledgeable and 
committed to increasing adoptions. But she only has responsibility for the work of 
the adoption team. It needs to be stressed that their work is only one part of the work 
that needs to be completed in Kent before an adoption is completed.  
 
The process starts as soon as a child becomes looked after. That is not to assume that 
all looked after children might become adopted. But adoption as a possibility needs 
to be considered for all of them. By the second Looked After Children (LAC) Review 
it is mandatory that adoption be considered as a potential outcome. All this work, the 
care application and the management of the child in care, is managed, quite properly, 
by District based social workers. The County adoption team deals only with the back 
end of the adoption process, the recruitment of families and the management of 
panels as well as post adoption support. Essentially the work in Kent is divided into 
two very separate halves and unless one goes to a very senior level, to the office of 
the Director for Children’s Specialist Services, no one person is managing the process 
from end to end.  
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The challenge is not straightforward. I was not persuaded by suggestions from the 
adoption team that it would be better if they were in charge of the process from the 
moment a child is identified as likely to need adoption. Nor did I see evidence to 
justify the views expressed consistently by adoption staff that District Social Workers 
viewed adoption negatively or didn’t understand or value adoption. In fact – and 
whatever Ofsted’s view - I found the District Social Workers I met and their 
managers in the Districts and Areas to be uniformly impressive and I saw enough 
evidence to convince me that, in at least most cases, adoption was considered as an 
option for a child as soon as they entered care. 
 
Recommendation 1   
 
The Director of Children’s Specialist Services should appoint a single individual – 
probably the County Adoption Manager - to manage the end-to-end process for 
adoption across the County. This person need not have line management 
responsibility for District staff but would personally chair monthly tracking 
meetings in each area and would be able to alert the Director personally to any cases 
which were not being managed energetically. 
 
This will not work effectively overnight. Throughout my study I have found it 
difficult to obtain reliable data and on more than one occasion I have been presented 
with data, which has been inaccurate. (I was first told that the County wide total for 
the number of children with an adoption plan or waiting for adoption was 42. In fact 
it was 179). There needs to be a radical improvement in data management and its 
day-to-day use as a management tool. But that need not be complicated or depend 
on sophisticated IT. It was said to me repeatedly that performance management was 
thwarted by difficulties with IT and the new ICS system. In the case of managing 
adoptions in Kent that is not so. I have seen an excellent tracking system in North 
Yorkshire based only on an Excel spreadsheet. That system works because the 
information on the spreadsheet is meticulously updated and because senior staff 
attend tracking meetings and the results of such meetings are reported personally 
and promptly to the Corporate Director. I understand that spreadsheets of this 
nature have been in use for sometime in Kent but I was told that they were 
frequently not kept up to date. And tracking meetings, if they occur at all (and that 
seems to vary from District to District) are not attended by the County Adoption 
Manager (much less chaired by her) or by one of her team leaders. Instead, I learned, 
that a member of the adoption team sometimes attends.  
 
Recommendation 2 
 
Some early investment – which need not be expensive nor time consuming and does 
not require any IT expertise beyond the ability to manage an Excel spreadsheet –
should be made in ensuring the dependability of data for every child for whom 
adoption is, or is likely to be, the plan. The Adoption Manager should be the owner 
of that information using it each month to ensure progress toward adoption is 
maintained and should chair adoption tracking meetings in each Area. 
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5.  The shortage of adoptive families 
 
I found that, contrary to anecdote, District Social Workers seemed to view adoption 
positively and did identify it as a possibility for particular children soon after they 
entered care. But, in fact, District staff could be forgiven for not pursuing adoption 
with conviction and speed when, at the end of the Panel and Court process, and 
when adoption is approved as the way forward, there is, so frequently an absence of 
carers ready to take a child. It was put to me that the adoption service cannot match 
children with carers before there is a Court Order. That is not so. Much work can be 
completed in anticipation of a Court Order and this is done in many other 
Authorities. 
 
But the challenge facing Kent is not simply about early matching. There are 90 
children in Kent whose cases have been through Panel and Court and for whom 
adoption is agreed. There are a further 50 or so for whom there is a permanence plan 
for adoption. Some of these children will be hard to place. Some will be older. Some 
will present challenging behaviour and some will be in sibling groups, which it has 
been determined, should remain together. But it is not the case in Kent that the only 
children who wait for adoption are those very difficult to place. I heard of a child 
aged four and with no particular complexities that has been waiting for 18 months 
since the Court agreed adoption. I was told of a one-year-old awaiting adoption and 
with no carers in sight. And I was told of two sibling girls aged three and five who 
were described to me by their social workers as being “very adoptable” and who had 
been waiting for adoptive parents for more than a year. 
 
Whatever the nature of the ninety children waiting, and the further fifty or so who 
will soon join the list, it is clear that there is a desperate imbalance between the 
number of those children and the number of approved prospective adopters. There 
are just 28 adopters (single or couples) who have been approved as adopters and are 
waiting for a child. So the fundamental weakness in Kent is clear: there is a gap 
between adoption orders being agreed by the Courts and the availability of adopters. 
If this single issue were successfully addressed then the numbers of adoptions in 
Kent would increase markedly. 
 
6.  Recruitment of families 
 
Transparently, there have been difficulties with the recruitment of adoptive carers in 
Kent. The statistics tell a clear story. The adoption team in Kent is not small. 
Although I was told by some of them that their numbers were too few, and that 
recent cuts had put intolerable pressure on them, I was not convinced that was the 
case. Relative to Kent CC’s investment, performance in family recruitment for at least 
the last two years has been deficient. 
 
The County Adoption Department is split into three sections, the County Resources 
team; the Adoption and Special Guardianship Support Team and the County Adoption 
Team whose primary task is the recruitment and assessment of adoptive carers. 
Overall there are 46.5 WTEs working in the County Adoption function and 24.5 in 
The County Adoption Team. 
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The number of carers approved by Panel is low and has been falling steadily: 
 
2006/07  73 
2007/08  65 
2008/09  44 
2009/10  50 
2010/11  40 
2011/12  21 (to the end of August) 
  
Recruitment and assessment does not happen quickly in any local authority or 
voluntary adoption agency. The general assumption in other authorities and 
voluntary adoption agencies is that one whole time equivalent (WTE) Social Worker 
might recruit around six families a year. I suspect that figure could be increased (and 
should be). But in Kent even such modest expectations are not reached. If one takes 
the County Adoption Team which is composed of twenty five staff, but ignores the 
Team Leader, the three Principal Social Workers and the administrative support and 
looks only at the work of the 16 Social Workers in the County Adoption Team, one 
might have expected the recruitment last year, not of 40 families but of around 96. 
Over the last four years one might have expected to see the recruitment not of 199 
families but of almost four hundred. I was told that during the last two years there 
were fewer social workers available because of restrictions on recruitment. That may 
be so although it is not supported by the budgetary records which show that 
expenditure on the adoption function in Kent grew by 31% between 2008/09 and 
2010/11 while the number of families recruited was falling steadily. 
 
However, whether or not as a result of the interest in adoption shown by the Lead 
Cabinet Member, or by the recent negative Ofsted report on safeguarding, or by my 
being called in to review adoption, there appears to have been a recent but significant 
improvement in productivity. I was told on September 14, and as I prepared to issue 
the final draft of this report, that recruitment of carers had shown a startling 
improvement. Although only twenty-one families were approved by Panel at the end 
of August, I was told that there were now 81 assessments underway and a further 
twenty-one applicants about to enter the assessment process. That makes 102 families 
in total. The adoption manager told me that she expected “nearly all” of these new 
families to be approved by Panel by the end of the current financial year. 
 
I have some doubts about such an improvement being realised. But if it is, it would 
constitute a remarkable, turnaround, the magnitude of which would be quite 
extraordinary. If just 75%of those families in and about to enter the assessment 
process go to Panel, then it is likely that, in total, Kent will see the approval of 
around 96 sets of adopters this year, more than twice as many as in any year since 
2007 and two and half times as many as were recruited last year. 
 
If I remain sceptical about whether such an improvement will take place. It would be 
particularly surprising because staff working on adoption in Kent told me that any 
significant increase in family recruitment was impossible and insisted that families 
were not coming forward because of the recession.  
I met nearly all the adoption staff at a morning discussion attended by about forty of 
the 46.5 WTEs (I might mention, in parentheses, my surprise at finding such a large 
group that was entirely female. This lack of diversity was noted by Ofsted in an 
otherwise positive 2008 inspection report). 
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I was troubled by my discussion with the adoption staff who made few constructive 
suggestions. Believing they might be shy of offering proposals for improvement I 
encouraged them all to contact me with further thoughts on how adoptions might be 
increased. But not a single individual from the forty I saw, took the trouble to do so 
(by contrast half of the adoptive mothers I met, later contacted me by E mail with 
constructive comments). In my meeting with the adoption team there was no 
recognition that they could do more to increase adoptions or accelerate their 
completion.  They identified the problems as all lying elsewhere: with the Courts, 
with CAFCASS guardians, with inadequate IT and most of all with District Social 
Workers whom, it was claimed, did not understand or value adoption, did not 
pursue adoption and sometimes unnecessarily vetoed the matching of carers to an 
adoptive child. They went on to argue that they - the adoption staff - were 
overstretched, partly because they had to carry out work that should be done by 
District Social Workers.   
 
This antipathy toward District Social Workers was not healthy (nor did I find it to be 
justified). In another County, performing well on adoption, I was very struck by the 
sense of shared purpose between District Social Workers and Adoption Social 
Workers. That was the product, in part, of distributing the adoption team around 
District Offices. 
 
Recommendation 3 
 
The County should consider locating adoption staff around District Offices as a 
means of promoting shared understanding between District Social Workers and the 
Adoption team 
 
The deteriorating number of families assessed and taken to Panel in recent years was 
blamed on the recession. But it was also justified on the basis that the robustness of 
the assessment process in Kent, contributes to an extremely low adoption disruption 
rate. I was not presented with any evidence to justify the claim that the disruption 
rate in Kent is significantly lower than elsewhere.  But even if it is if the historically 
low numbers of families recruited in Kent continues (and it is too early yet to be sure 
that the recent signs of recovery can be maintained) it will mean that the County will 
be very badly placed to deal with the large numbers of children waiting for adoption, 
numbers of which are likely to increase in the next two years.  
 
In any case, from the observation of one Panel in Kent and an examination of many 
more panel papers I was not convinced of either the robustness or the rigour of the 
parental assessments. One adoptive carer in Kent – who did not want to be identified 
- told me that she had pretty much written her own. 
It has to be said that the assessment documentation used throughout England and 
Wales, prescribed by the British Association for Adoption and Fostering, is long and 
encourages repetition. But, even so, the length of some of the Kent parental 
assessments, which I examined, was extraordinary and I have not seen assessments 
of such length or repetition elsewhere. Generally the Kent assessments came to more 
than 100 pages. I read one, which was more than 140 pages. I saw one which had a 
pet assessment which ran to three sides. I saw painstaking recording of 
inconsequential details of a prospective adopter’s own childhood (aged 11, won a 
Scalextric set; broke wrist aged 12; got a kitten……..). Often the assessments lacked 



$lwwywbpm.doc 

analysis and I thought there was sometimes a contradiction between the length of 
assessments and the quality of the analysis. I became quite convinced that a shorter 
report would be more incisive. Later, this was confirmed for me when I was allowed 
to see substantially briefer but also substantially more analytical parental 
assessments during a visit to two voluntary adoption agencies in the southeast. 
 
 
8.  The future management of adoption in Kent 
 
Irrespective of apparent recent improvements, the adoption function in Kent is fast 
approaching a managerial crisis. Adoption is managed by one County Manager and 
beneath her, three team leaders. One team leader post is vacant and has been for 
sometime. Of the other two team leaders, one leaves her post in September. The other 
retires in December. Meanwhile, the County Manager has resigned and will leave 
Kent in November. While it may be worrying that all the managers are leaving, this 
apparent crisis provides a real opportunity for Kent to ensure sustained improved 
performance.  
 
Urgent consideration needs to be given to the future management of adoption in 
Kent. Despite the recent improvement in performance I believe that there is a strong 
case for outsourcing family recruitment and post adoptive support. I am clear that in 
the long term, that would provide more families, more adoptions and significantly 
improved value for money.  I am confident that some of the larger voluntary sector 
organisations, as well as some non charitable social work organisations, would be 
keen to discuss taking over the work and would respond positively to a competitive 
tender. Crucially they would respond to a tender which linked payments to results, 
in this case, families matched to children. That would make a real difference. 
Measuring success in adoption by counting the number of families who are recruited 
to adopt is useful but is no more than a proxy for success. Success should be 
measured by the successful matching of carers with children who are waiting. 
Voluntary Adoption Agencies are already used to being paid only when one of their 
families is matched with and would accept contractual arrangements based on 
successful matching. 
I found a lack of understanding of the reality of the costs of recruiting carers in house 
and I was told persistently that voluntary adoption agencies were more expensive. 
That is not so and I am quite clear that contracting with a VAA or spot purchasing 
from one or more VAAs in place of in house recruitment would offer substantial 
savings to Kent as well as providing a better flow of adopters. 
 
However, full contracting out will take some time to achieve and, in any case, 
members may want to see whether recent improvements in recruitment can be 
maintained before deciding to outsource the work. But, there is a managerial crisis 
just weeks away.  
 
Recommendation 4 
 
In the immediate term, urgent discussions should be held with external 
organisations with a view to bringing in a team of managers who, while remaining 
in the employment of the external organisation, would manage the Adoption team in 
Kent 
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I am satisfied that there would be interest from voluntary sector and private sector 
organisations in this management only compromise. It may be that with the stimulus 
of external management, the current directly managed arrangements can succeed. 
But the more radical option of outsourcing needs to be carefully considered. The 
potential gains in securing and maintaining a higher number of adoptions, and the 
potential financial savings which would accompany that are too great to be ignored. 
 
Recommendation 5 
 
The option of contracting out the work of the adoption team and on a payment by 
results basis should be considered.  
 
In the interim stage, with imported managers in charge, Local Authority staff might 
be seconded to the external organisation or remain as Kent employees(a manager 
from Coram is about to begin the management of local authority adoption staff in 
Cambridge). The advantage of this is that the import of external management could 
be effected relatively quickly and the possibility of contracting out the whole service 
could be considered by the County Council over a longer period. 
 
 
9.  The need for a marketing approach to find more families 
 
I have used the productivity word in the knowledge that some staff might consider 
that is an inappropriate word to use when we are talking about the recruitment of 
adoptive parents. I believe it is exactly the word to use because poor productivity as 
Kent not only wastes money but has adverse consequences for children waiting for 
adoption. 
 
For the same reasons I employ the word marketing to describe what needs to be done 
to attract more would be adopters to Kent. That is not to say that there should be any 
compromise on standards: better marketing would bring more applicants and raise 
standards. Nor is that to say that we should not be frank with prospective carers 
about the challenges of adoption. But at the same time we need to be clear about the 
joy adoption can bring. Most of all we need to ensure that tentative expressions of 
interest from good quality applicants are turned into applications. I do not believe 
that happens in Kent as often as it should. 
 
As an illustration, this is from an adoptive Mother in Kent who wrote to me after I 
met her and a number of other successful adopters: 
 

When we first approached Kent County Council, with a view to adopt I was 43 and 
my husband 39. We had just finished our final course of IVF.  We wanted to adopt an 
infant as neither of us knew much about parenting so went to an information 
evening.  At this meeting we got the clear message that we could not expect a baby, 
even a very young child, but that Kent were looking for parents for older children who 
had been failed by their parents or circumstances and taken into care.  Even then I got 
the impression that adoption was not viewed in a positive way, they were not selling 
it to us, more warning about the pitfalls.  We were introduced to a lady who had 
taken on three special needs children and who was clearly loving it; it scared us away 
immediately as we felt unable to rise to this challenge.  
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Even though the individual Social Workers were very nice, we felt on a back foot and 
vulnerable. We never got a positive attitude and though we didn't expect gratitude it 
seemed negative in comparison to our previous experience [in adopting from abroad}.  
There was more trepidation and fear and we received copious amounts of information 
on our child, which was discussed to "nth" degree with us by our Social Worker, her 
Social Worker, her Social Worker's boss and then the foster Mother…   

 
Recruitment also needs to reflect the type of children who are waiting for adoption or 
who are likely to be approved for adoption. At the moment the children waiting 
include number of sibling groups. During the early part of my review I was told that 
the assessment of parents was largely in order of their application. Later, I was told 
that initial applications were sifted and particularly promising applications fast 
tracked. Although all applications should be taken forward expeditiously, the 
prioritising of those who may be suitable for a sibling group should be accelerated. 
 
Recommendation 6 
 
Recruitment material, particularly that on the website, should register the need for 
parents for siblings and seek to persuade would be adopters that they might 
successfully meet that challenge. Potentially suitable families should have their 
applications prioritised. 
 
10.  Kent County Council website 
 
If it is not already the primary avenue of first enquiry by would be adopters, the 
website will soon become so. It is vital therefore that it engages and encourages those 
taking their first, often tentative, look at the possibility of adopting. I found the 
website very disappointing.  When I visited it in August I found: 
 

• For no explicable reason, a warning that applications from families outside 
Kent would not be considered. 

• No online access to the information pack for would be adopters. To further 
alienate and discourage potential applicants they are invited to phone a 
premium rate (0845) number to request a hard copy. 

• Prominence given to an information day for would be adopters which took 
place in November of last year. 

• An absolute prohibition on the adoption of any child under five by a carer or 
carers who smoke. 

• An Adoption Newsletter, which advertised the 2008 National Adoption Week 
and other events in 2008 and 2009. 

• A reading list, which emphasised the difficulties rather than the potential joy 
of adoption. 

• Three stories from adopters in Kent. But the one of interest to most 
applicants, the story of a married couple who had adopted, referred to the 
2006 adoption of a baby through the concurrent planning process, which has 
been abandoned.  

 
 



$lwwywbpm.doc 

11. The Process Before Application 
 
For those carers who persist, despite the website and the 0845 number, and ask for an 
information pack it is vital that they are invited to an information evening which 
happens soon. Kent is a large county and to provide between six and eight 
opportunities a year (which has been the practice for the past three years) is 
insufficient. One local authority I have visited put great store by the fact that every 
prospective applicant was invited to an information which took place within a month 
of their first expressing an interest. 
 
With only between six or eight information evenings a year it is likely to be a couple 
of months or more before an applicant in Kent attends such a day (attendance at 
which is, quite properly, mandatory). But that is only the start of a long process 
which has to be completed before an application is made. After the information event 
and assuming the carer(s) remain interested they will receive a home visit from a 
social worker. They will then be invited to a motivation day. Later still they will be 
invited to a five day preparation course. Only then, many months after first 
expressing an interest will they be invited to apply to adopt. I was pleased to see that 
plans were underway to shorten this process later this year when the motivation 
days go and the application is made simultaneously with the preparation course. But 
even after those welcome improvements the process is still elongated and a greater 
sense of urgency is needed. I very much welcomed the plans of the current Adoption 
Manager to ensure that, in future, the time taken from application to Panel be no 
more than five months. 
 
Recommendation 7 
 
Applications from prospective adopters from anywhere in England and Wales 
should be considered and applicants from the southeast actively encouraged. 
 
Recommendation 8 
 
The adoption information pack should be available online and able to be 
downloaded without needing to provide personal details. 
 
Recommendation 9 
 
A calendar of information days, which should be held on a monthly basis should be 
available on the website. 
 
Recommendation 10 
 
The absolute prohibition on applications from smokers to adopt a child under five 
should be lifted and each case decided on its merits.  
 
Recommendation 11 
 
As suggested to me by the current adoption manager, a target time limit forthe 
period from application to Panel should be set at five months and rigorously 
enforced. 
 



$lwwywbpm.doc 

 
12.  Adoption Panels 
 
In the limited time I had available I was only able to observe one Panel. Their role 
might change as a consequence of the Family Justice Review currently being 
completed for the Ministry of Justice. But there are things, which Kent might do now 
to make the process a little quicker and less frustrating for adopters. Potential 
adopters currently attend panel twice: once to be interviewed and approved by the 
Panel and once to have their matching with a child agreed. There is an argument in 
favour of prospective adopters not attending Panel at all. But requiring them to 
attend twice is unreasonable. 
 
Recommendation 13 
 
Prospective adopters should be required to attend Panel once only. 
 
Panels are time consuming and rely on individuals willing to dedicate a great deal of 
preparation time beforehand as well as attending the Panels themselves and for a 
very modest fee. Although the Councillors I met were committed to Panel 
membership I wondered whether this was the best use of their time on which there 
are already so many demands. It is no longer a requirement for Councillors to sit on 
panels and I am quite certain that their time would be better employed checking in 
their own Districts on the management of children in care and in particular the 
progress of cases where adoption is the plan.  
 
Recommendation 14 
 
Councillors should no longer be required to sit on Adoption Panels. 
 
13.  The Child Protection Register 
 
When I examined the management of adoption in North Yorkshire it was made plain 
to me that considerable emphasis in that County was paid to the management of the 
Child Protection Register (CPR). Their view was that if adoptions were going to be 
effected earlier and stand much greater sense of success it was vital that children’s 
cases were not left unresolved for long periods while they were on the CPR. 
Accordingly considerable effort was made in resolving cases early and either leaving 
the child at home or beginning the process of a care application.  
 
Adoption managers told me that CPR cases were unresolved for too long in Kent and 
this had a knock on effect in terms of timely adoption. The snapshot below from Kent 
and North Yorkshire bears this out. The table compares the proportion of children on 
the CPR in North Yorkshire and Kent and the length of time children have been on 
the register: 
 
Months on the CPR  North Yorkshire    Kent 
Under 3 months  40.7%      26% 
3 to 6 months   24%      23% 
6 to 12 months   27%      27% 
Over a year   9%      17% 
Over 2 years   0.5%       7% 
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In short, Kent appears to have a relatively large a proportion of children on the 
register for longer periods. There are, for example, 118 children in Kent who have 
been on the CPR for more than two years while the number in North Yorkshire is just 
two.  
 
Recommendation 15. 
 
Effort should be given to resolving CPR cases more quickly in order that those 
children who might, eventually, need adoption are identified earlier (and those 
children who can succeed at home with or without support leave the register). 
 
14.  Attitudes of the Courts 
 
Staff throughout the County, both in the adoption team and in District teams, spoke 
of the difficulties of persuading Courts to approve both care applications and 
adoptions. And it is certainly the case that there is evidence nationally that delay in 
taking a child into care, particularly in cases of neglect, has significant consequences 
for adoption. 
 
The issue of assessments of potential family carers was raised with me repeatedly. I 
was told about the Courts insisting on assessing the suitability of members of the 
extended family to care for a child, in preference to adoption. It was argued that 
although the assessments generally proved negative, the time taken to complete 
them caused further delay. This is a problem which appears to occur to varying 
degrees throughout England and Wales. But its occurrence can be reduced by the 
County. 
 
Identifying family members who might care for a child is something, which both the 
County and the Courts must do. The County does this, in part, through the use of 
Family Group Conferences (FGCs), a tool, which brings together the extended family 
to see how parents can be supported in caring for their child or in order to identify 
how, and where the child might be cared for in the wider extended family. FGCs are 
used extensively and successfully throughout the UK. 
 
If they are working well they should be able to identify all the potential family – and 
in some cases friend – carers. If the potential of family carers is completed thoroughly 
then it should be unusual for a Court to order an assessment because all prospective 
family carers will have been involved in the FGC and their potential considered by 
the local authority. But I was told that in Kent, the mother of the child determines 
attendance at conferences (and may for example veto the participation of some 
family members). This means that FGCs in Kent, successful as they will be in some 
cases, are unlikely, overall, to be effective as they might be. Elsewhere, this challenge 
is met successfully through meticulous preparation. At Annex A, I include a note 
outlining the approach taken by Barnardo’s 
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Recommendation 16 
 
Kent should look at successful practice elsewhere in making family Group 
Conferences more inclusive to ensure that every possibly family carer is identified 
and assessed before an adoption is considered at court.  
 
I found that a great deal of anecdote and assumption about the Courts influenced 
social work practice in Kent. Sometimes, the very clear need for the Court to be 
thorough was misinterpreted as the Court being unsympathetic to adoption. And I 
was told frequently that the Courts did not value Social Workers or recognise their 
professionalism. I believe both perceptions to be inaccurate.  
 
In my private discussions with the two most senior Family Court Judges in Kent, His 
Honour Judge Polden and His Honour Judge Murdoch, I found no evidence of an 
antipathy toward adoption, nor toward Kent social workers whose quality of work 
they were quick to recognise. 
 
That is not to say that delays, sometimes substantial, do not occur at Court. 
Nationally the Ministry of Justice’s Family Justice Review to whom I gave evidence 
in September is tackling this. Locally, the problem of court delay was expressly 
acknowledged by the Judges who told me that, right now, Final Hearing cases are 
being fixed for April. But I was very clear in conducting this study that much delay 
can be and should be tackled by the County and that it is quite wrong simply to 
blame the Courts. 
 
A key frustration for the Courts was the failure of assessments of potential family 
carers to be done in a timely way. The courts would welcome the greater use of FGCs 
and the greater inclusivity of extended family members (see above). And there was 
some concern about delays caused by Panels and the duplicative nature of the work 
of Panels and the Courts. Paperwork was also an issue and it was suggested that 
although the Court needed to have a picture of the adoptive carers in any particular 
case, they did not need the extensive detail which they currently received. 
 
It was also clear to me that opinions expressed freely in Kent about the Family Court 
being determined to put almost all young mothers into residential mother and baby 
assessments units were unfair. I suspect that sometimes Kent social workers fail to 
oppose such assessments because they assume, wrongly, that to do so is fruitless. 
The Judges made clear to me that they would look at individual cases on their merits. 
They also pointed out that recent guidance from the President of the Family Division 
was likely to encourage courts to be more cautious than hitherto in agreeing to 
residential assessments. 
 
Recommendation 17 
 
Kent CC should look much more critically at the need for residential assessment and, 
be prepared more often to challenge, at Court, the need for such assessments. 
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15.  Concurrency and the Courts 
 
Concurrency describes the practice where very young children and babies, are 
fostered at the earliest possible opportunity by foster carers who are willing to adopt 
if adoption is proven to be necessary. Concurrency does not mean that adoption is 
assumed to be the only way forward for the baby or young child and potential 
adopters have to understand that if the birth mother is able to assume care then the 
child will be returned to her. But, as experience in Harrow has demonstrated in the 
last few years, most children fostered in concurrent placements go on to be adopted. 
The massive advantage of these arrangements is that the child experiences just one 
set of “parents” and the dislocation and emotional trauma which follows the removal 
of a child from fostering of many months, or even years in duration, is avoided. 
 
Kent was one of the first Counties to experiment with concurrency. But it was 
abandoned a few years ago. I was told that this was primarily for budgetary reasons. 
If so, that is hard to fathom because it is very clear that concurrency, in the medium 
term, will save significant amounts of local authority expenditure on care as well as 
ensuring that adoption has the best possible chance of success. 
 
But I was also told that concurrency was abandoned because the Courts in Kent were 
opposed to it. I was told, although I was not able to verify it, that all proposed 
concurrent placements in 2009/10 were rejected by the Courts in favour of residential 
mother and baby placements. Even if this were so, it is clearly not the case that there 
is judicial opposition in Kent to the principle of concurrency. In my discussions, 
Judges expressed regret at the winding up of concurrency and regretted that they 
had not been consulted about its demise.  
 
Part of the problem it seems to me, is there is insufficient dialogue between senior 
officers of Kent CC and the senior judiciary in the County. This is not 
straightforward and there are constitutional proprieties to be observed. Individual 
cases are difficult to discuss but general conversation, around general issues of policy 
(such as concurrency) can and should take place. There is an absence of such 
dialogue at the moment and it needs to be a priority for the next Director for 
Specialist Children’s Services. 
 
Recommendation 18 
 
Kent should resume the use of concurrency and discuss with the Courts how and 
when that might be reintroduced. 
 
Recommendation 19 
 
The Director For Children’s Specialist Services should seek to hold meetings, 
probably twice a year, with senior Judges in Kent to discuss broad issues of policy 
and practice. 
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16.  Support to Birth Families 
 
(KISKA) is a service provided to Kent by the charity Action For Children. KISKA 
provides advice and support to birth parents during the adoption process; advice 
and support to birth families after the adoption is completed; access to birth records 
for adopted adults; services to other adults (for example relatives, who may wish to 
contact an adopted child; and managing contact between children and birth parents. 
 
In 2008-09 and 2009-10 the annual budget for this service was £527,000 falling to 
£502,000 in 2010-11. It is planned to fall to £427,000 this year. 
 
This is important work but I was surprised that, even after the reduction in budget 
this year that about a 15% of the total budget for adoption in Kent is dedicated to this 
contract. The burden of contact work may be heavy but a core element of the contract 
is support to birth parents before adoption. There were 73 referrals in 2007/08, 47 in 
2008/09 and 49 in 2008/09. The last Adoption Annual Report does not refer to the 
number of referrals last year but it is likely to have dropped again as the number of 
adoptions decreased. Set against the relatively modest investment in post adoption 
support for adoptive families, this investment in supporting birth families appears 
generous. 
 
Recommendation 20 
 
Well before the expiry of the current contract, or sooner of the terms of the contract 
allow, a thorough review of investment in birth family support should be conducted 
with a view to reducing expenditure. 
 
 
17.  Matching children with Adoptive Parents 
 
Kent is not alone simultaneously in having children waiting for adoptive parents and 
having approved carers waiting for children. Sometimes that is inevitable. But, as the 
number of children approved for adoptions grows – as it is likely to in Kent and 
elsewhere in England – it is vital that the matching process, while thorough, is 
sufficiently pragmatic. Some changes in matching practice in Kent would make the 
County better prepared to respond quickly and provide adoptive parents for 
children as soon as adoption is approved by the Court. 
 
Recent research conducted by Elaine Farmer and others as part of the Department for 
Education’s Adoption Research Initiative, stresses the need to look outside the County 
for adopters as soon as possible. That research found that of poorly matched 
placements, significantly more were made in-house (and significantly more were 
made by County Authorities who use in house placements much more). Kent makes 
relatively healthy use of other local authorities and voluntary adoption agencies and 
– I was told – imports more adoptive families than it exports to other authorities. It is 
important therefore that short term financial pressures do not discourage the use of 
adoptive families from outside Kent. 
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Significantly, I believe this research supports the argument for outsourcing the 
recruitment of families in Kent. Contracting out family finding would no longer 
restrict matches to families only living with in Kent, would run less risk of 
compromising on matching and is likely to make matching speedier. And it would 
mean that Kent was not, simultaneously, employing staff to recruit families and 
buying in families recruited elsewhere.  
 
That may have to wait for the wider assessment of the outsourcing option. But in the 
shorter term there are three changes to current matching practice, which Kent should 
consider. 
 
When adoption is agreed in Kent the District Social Worker considers families 
waiting for a child and, in consultation with an adoption social worker, makes the 
decision on whether a family is suitable. Kent has also launched coffee mornings for 
approved adopters where they introduce them to details of children waiting for a 
placement. There is evidence to suggest that such adopter led matching can be every 
bit as successful as matching by professionals, the prevailing approach in Kent. The 
research found that there was no statistical difference in the success of an adoption 
whether the match was instigated by professionals (in 80% of the cases) or by 
adopters (20% of cases). Matching is part science, but it is also part emotional and 
adopters own response to a child and their determination to “claim” that child is 
very important. It would be worthwhile Kent discussing with BAAF the launching in 
Kent of adoption parties where approved and prospective adopters meet children 
who are waiting for adoption. 
 
Recommendation 21 
 
Kent should routinely encourage approved adopters to instigate the matching 
process and should take advice from BAAF on extending this.  
 
There is also a case for greater clarity of accountability in approving the vital match. 
At the moment the matching decision rests, ultimately, with the District Social 
Worker. But earlier research by Elaine Farmer identified an idealism on the part of 
those social workers who are sometimes determined to find the perfect match and 
are unwilling to change the matching requirements for a child, even when this might 
jeopardise the chances of finding a family at all.  
 
Recommendation 22 
 
Kent should consider transferring responsibility for the adoption match to the 
adoption team when the County Decision Maker agrees the adoption 
recommendation. 
 
Finally, whoever has accountability for matching, it is vital that the County consider 
all possible types of placement from the outset. It is imperative that undue delay in 
adoption does not occur while an ethnic match between child and adoptive parents is 
sought. The law on this is quite clear. But there are wider issues about matching 
criteria which should be addressed and, in particular, prospective adopters need to 
be persuaded to be flexible about what sort of child or what number (in the case of 
siblings) they might agree to care for. It is important to recognize that research does 
not suggest that greater pragmatism will lead to more disruptions. 
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Recommendation 23 
 
The County should ensure that in all cases the matching criteria for children are as 
broad as possible and that the law on ethnic and cultural matches is adhered to.  
 
 
18.  Conclusion 
 
This is a critical report. But while I think it has been important for me to make these 
criticisms, and the prize of more adoptions is an important one, it is worth reflecting 
on much that is right in Kent. Whatever the criticisms from Ofsted and their echoing 
in the media, I found the main social worker body to be motivated, committed and 
caring. Senior Judges shared my positive view of their work. Staff in the adoption 
team might have disappointed me in their apparent resignation to the falling number 
of families recruited but it may be that they have dramatically reversed the decline. 
Although one might ask why performance in the last couple of years was so poor, 
the important thing is that significant improvement may be underway. But that 
improvement has to be delivered and the Director needs to look critically at the end 
of year performance, not simply in families recruited but in the number of families 
matched with children. 
 
I think adoption numbers will improve significantly in Kent in the next few years. In 
large part that turnaround is due to the admirable focus on the subject from Jenny 
Whittle the Cabinet Member for Specialist Children’s Services. That is not a political 
statement: she represents a party for which I have never voted. But her 
determination not to compromise the interests of some of the most disadvantaged 
children in Kent, and ensure that as many of them as possible become adopted – 
whenever it is in their best interests – is admirable. 
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ANNEX 
 
Barnardo’s approach to Family Group Conferences aiming to identify Kinship 
Carers 
  
The primary role of the FGC coordinator in Barnardo’s is to get as many extended 
families and close friends of family to attend the FGC 
  
Our FGC coordinators would spend significant time on this part of the process and 
were very successful. It only worked because our coordinator spent face-to-face time 
visiting family members in their homes - negotiating and mediating their way 
through family feuds and difficult often long-standing issues 
  
Starting point 
  
After explaining the FGC process and purpose to the core family they would start by 
asking the core family (meaning: the main carers for the child/children) whom they 
would like to invite 
  
This would be done using a sheet with a circle in the middle with the child/ren's 
name in it and asking who the extended family members were and then a discussion 
on their relationship with the core family/ child/ren and if they felt they should 
attend the FGC 
  
Often we would hit resistance from the core family members - it was the role of the 
coordinator to spend time unpicking this and removing any obstacle to extended 
family attending 
  
Examples of reason why extended family members should not attend are: 
  
N         ‘My sister has her own problems and won’t/ can’t help’ – more often that not when 
approached their sister is very keen to come 
  
N         ‘(child) hasn’t seen parent family since we split up’ - then it’s down to the 
coordinator to change that now – again more often than not paternal grandparents 
are very keen to become re-involved 
  
N         ‘I can’t stand x’ - coordinator needs to support core family to see this is not the 
point and focus on the child 
  
N         ‘He/ she will lose their temper and will hit x’ – coordinators role to find someone 
in family that knows how to handle them and can take that role on the day and also 
coordinator meets with that person and talks through with them their potential to 
loose their temper on the day/ strategies/ support etc. 
  
N         ‘There’s no point they can’t look after (child/ren)’ – that’s not the point they can 
still make up part of the planning and bring their perspective/ have contact with 
child/ provide a ‘voice of realism’ to those saying they would care for child 
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N         ‘I don’t want everyone to know my business’ – coordinator’s role to get focus on 
the needs of the child 
  
N         Domestic abuse/ substance misuse – see below 
  
  
The advocate would also ask the child/ren who they wanted to attend their FGC - 
using the same circle diagram – this was often very useful as we could go back to the 
adults in the family and say the child has asked for x to attend how are we going to 
work this out? 
  
Fathers and paternal family where father absent/ parents separated 
  
Our coordinators were tasked with ensuring where at all possible that the paternal 
family were invited and involved in the FGC 
  
Again this could take some time – persuading the maternal core family of the need 
for this/ tracking down and persuading the absent paternal family and persuading 
them to become re-involved 
  
  
We would also ask the referrer if they were aware of extended family members 
they wanted to attend- however in most cases they had little information on 
extended family members or close friends involved with the family – which is why 
they had requested the FGC 
  
In fact more often the referrer would be urging caution about inviting particularly 
family members because or anger issues/ substance misuses/domestic abuse 
  
Substance misuse 
This would not preclude a person from an FGC but would have to be well managed 
by the coordinator 
  
We never gave the core family the power of veto however where issues are very 
‘stuck’ we have: 
  
N Held two separate FGCs – where adults just will not sit in the same room or where 
the have been domestic abuse issues (but where paternal family may well still be 
possible cares) 
  
N Split FGC where some people would attend at the beginning and then leave 
  
N A representative would bring someone’s input and present that verbally – either 
another family member or the coordinator 
  
None of these would be ideal but better than not including all family in some 
way…….. 
  
In short – no power of mothers/carers’ veto  - but lots in initial work by 
coordinator to not accept the initial ‘I don't want them to come’ and in some cases a 
compromise where issues are just to raw for adults to shift. 



$lwwywbpm.doc 

 



$lwwywbpm.doc 

Adoption Service – Draft Action Plan November 2011    Appendix D 

 
Objective Recommend

ation 
Action Deadline Outcome Lead 

Review and make 
recommendations on 
the future role and 
direction of the 
Council’s Adoption 
Service 

Martin Narey Assess effectiveness 
and value of the 
adoption service, and 
make specific 
recommendations in 
options report   

June 
2012  

Improvement in delivery of service for 
children with adoption plans 

Report from Coram/ 
Adoption Manager 

Consistent Involvement 
of medical advisers in 
adoption process 

Ofsted Agreement with 
Health 

April 2012 Adoptive parents receive better 
information at start of application, and 
when matched with a child 

Head of Corporate Parenting 

Services for adopted 
children to be 
integrated into 
specialist CAMHS 
provision 

Ofsted Establish agreed 
protocols with health 
re minimum 
expectations, and 
targets for response 
rates 

April 2012 Adopted children with poor emotional 
health receive timely professional 
support 

Head of Corporate Parenting 

Establishment of 
Education Policy for 
adopted children 

Ofsted Development of 
policy  

February 
2012 

Adoption applications speeded up as 
prioritisation for school places and 
other support available post adoption 
order 

Head of Virtual School; 
Safeguarding Unit and  
Adoption Manager to draft 

Consultations with 
adopted children and 
young people 

Ofsted Explore online 
surveys, support 
groups for young 
people etc with team 
leader for adoption 
support and ACH 
project; link with 
CICC 

May 2012 Adopted children and young people 
contribute to service development and 
leaflets  

Adoption Manager 
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Timely and good 
quality life story work 
and later life letters 

Ofsted -Designated QSW 
practitioner time 
-Training reinstated -
Deadlines set and 
maintained 
-IROs to ensure 
timescales adhered 
to 
-Adoption Panels to 
request draft at 
matching stage 

May 2012 Adoptive families receive life story 
books and later life letters) 

Adoption Manager/Professional  
Development / Head of Service  

Options and 
recommendations 
regarding the future 
delivery of the inter-
country adoption 
service 

Martin Narey Review delivery, and 
identify providers 

May 2012 Improvement in service through use 
of specialist provider 

Adoption Manager 

Review the paperwork, 
timings and 
bureaucracy of the 
Adoption Panels 

Martin Narey Set minimum 
requirements for  
paperwork, 
organisation of 
meetings;  

April 2012 Improve quality assurance  in 
presentation of cases to adoption 
panels, maintain current standard of 
minutes 

Adoption Manager / Head of 
Service  

Adoption panels report 
6 monthly to the 
executive  

Ofsted Information from 
Panel Chairs collated 
into 6 monthly report 

January 
2012 

Council monitors that there is a 
thorough, rigorous, consistent and fair 
approval service in assessing children 
for adoption, the suitability of 
prospective adopters and selection of 
families for children 

Adoption Manager 

Panel membership is 
more diverse 

Ofsted Advertising and 
recruitment of Panel 
members to the 
Central list  in line 

June 
2012 

Panels better reflect the demographic 
profile of Kent re 
gender/ethnicity/age/disabilities/religio
n/sexuality 

Adoption Manager 
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with Culturally 
Competent Care 
guidance 

Child’s Permanence 
Reports are of good 
quality 

Ofsted Training reinstated; 
quality assurance pre 
panel put in place 

May 2012 Matching information is improved, and 
prospective adopters/adoptees better 
understand the background.  Panels 
have access to full information held in 
one document (pending outcome of 
FJR).  Best practice exemplars 
recommended by Panels and made 
available to staff (anonymised). 

Adoption manager 
/professional  
Development / Head of Service  

Review and make 
recommendations on 
the timeliness of the 
adoption process 

Martin Narey Monthly Tracking 
meetings in each 
area.  
Comprehensive 
performance 
management 
quarterly report 

February 
2012 

Increase numbers of adoptions in 
accordance with set targets.  Improve 
timescales through monitoring and 
addressing delays in achieving 
adoption plan, placement order, family 
finding, adoption order, and reporting 
to Director Specialist Children’s 
Services. Monitor against statutory 
guidance (panel decision on child 
within 2 months of review rec re 
adoption, match agreed within 6 
months of panel decision on child, or 
3 months for babies) 

Adoption manager, 
/MIU / Head of Service   

Review recruitment 
materials and methods 
of communication 

Martin Narey Updating of the 
Adoption website; 
information and 
recruitment materials 

Feb 2012 Better access to information on 
adoption, and understanding of need 
for adopters for sibling groups 

Adoption Manager/ 
Communications 

Advise and make 
recommendations 
regarding the 
recruitment of adoptive 

Martin Narey Coram to specify how 
they can extend 
existing pool of 
adopters Discussion 

March 
2012 

Assessment and approval of 80-85 
new adoptive families per financial 
year.  Applications from adopters 
outside Kent to be considered 

Adoption Manager 
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parents across the 
country 

with Southeast 
Consortium 
Partners/SCS.   

Criteria for acceptance 
of adopters to be 
reviewed 

Martin Narey Decision by 
SCSMT/members 

March 
2012 

Increase pool of available adopters Adoption Manager/ 
Director Specialist Children’s 
Services/Members 

Review the timescales 
relating to the process 
of applications by the 
adoption service 

Martin Narey Monitoring through 
weekly unallocated 
and workforce 
information; 
information and data 
for the quarterly 
Monitoring Report. 

As soon 
as 
manager 
in post 

Understand barriers to proceeding.   
Time taken from first expression of 
interest by prospective adopter not to 
exceed four months.  Period from 
application to Panel should be set at 
five months.  Maintain standard of 
preparation groups (OfSTED) 
 
 

Adoption Manager 

Ensure adopters 
consulted on whether 
they wish to attend 
adoption panels 
 

Martin Narey Consultation with 
adopters who have 
experienced panel 
process  

March 
2012 

Prospective adopters may opt to 
attend Panel once only.  
Consideration of whether experience 
can be made more user friendly 
 

Adoption Manager 

Councillors should no 
longer be required to 
sit on each Adoption 
Panel  

Martin Narey Decision by 
Members/Director 
Specialist Children’s 
Services  

March 
2012 

Not specified Director Specialist Children’s 
Services/Members/Adoption  
Manager 

Effort should be given 
to resolving Child 
Protection cases more 
quickly in order that 
those children, who 
might, eventually, need 
adoption are identified 
earlier (and those 

Martin Narey Liaison with Courts 
(including 
magistrates), 
Permanency 
Tracking, effective 
co-working with 
fieldwork teams, 
dedicated LAC 

April 2012 Reduce delay for children.  85% of 
children placed within 12 months of 
Agency Decision, and 95% of children 
with placement order placed within 12 
months.  Relinquished babies placed 
within 3 months of panel 
recommendation; other children 
placed with 6 months of panel 

Director Specialist Children’s 
Services Services/Heads of 
Service/ 
 Adoption Managers/MIU 



$lwwywbpm.doc 

children who can 
succeed at home with 
or without support 
leave the register). 
 

services and IRO 
service 

recommendation. 

Family Group 
Conferences more 
inclusive to ensure that 
every possibly family 
carer is identified and 
assessed before an 
adoption is considered 
at court.  
 

Martin Narey Work with 
responsible Head of 
Children’s Service to 
review effectiveness  
of Family Group 
Conferences to 
prevent delay 

May 2012 Improvement of early planning for 
children, Kinship care, and reduction 
of delays in court 

Adoption Manager/Head of 
Service 

Measures to enable 
assessments that arise 
during proceedings to 
be dealt with in a timely 
way to reduce delay 
within the Court setting. 

Martin Narey Liaison with 
magistrates and 
judges; review 
training for children’s 
social work teams 

February 
2012 

Reduction of timeframe for LAC.   
Over-optimistic demands for 
residential (mother/baby) assessment 
to be challenged in Court.  Minimise 
duplication 

Director Specialist Children’s 
Services/Adoption Manager/ 
Professional Development 

Advise the Council re 
resuming the use of 
concurrency  

Martin Narey Assessment of 
potential cases; 
discussion with 
magistrates and 
judges; specification 
for development of 
county wide team 
 

January 
2012 

Fewer moves for children prior to 
adoption, intensive and preventative 
work with parents with chronic 
difficulties.   

Adoption Manager 

Director Specialist 
Children’s Services 
establishes twice 
yearly meetings with 

Martin Narey Discussion of broad 
issues of policy and 
practice 

February 
2012 

Reduced delays through better 
communication leading to shared 
understanding re preparation for 
court, and consideration of cases in 

Director Specialist Children’s 
Services     
Special  Services 
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senior judges. 
 

court. 

Review of investment 
in birth family support 
should be conducted 
with a view to reducing 
expenditure. 
 

Martin Narey Review of ACH 
contract for Contact, 
Intermediary, & 
Independent Support 
Services 

Before 
December 
2013 

Consideration of reduction in costs 
through bringing parts of service back 
in house, (without losing quality of 
service as recognised by OfSTED).   

Adoption Manager/Contracts 

‘Adopter led matching’ 
to be routinely 
encouraged.  

Martin Narey Matching processes 
reviewed,  

February 
2012 

Increase interest in children waiting 
for adoptive families, leading to more 
adoptions. 

Adoption Manager/ 
Communications 

Responsibility for the 
adoption match to the 
adoption team when 
the Decision Maker has 
agreed the adoption 
recommendation. 
 

Martin Narey Review of role of 
social workers in the 
adoption process.  
Training on adoption 
for children’s social 
workers  

May 2012 Use of adoption knowledge in early 
decision making regarding matches, 
so that suitable placements are not 
discounted.   

Adoption Manager/Adoption 
leads 

The matching criteria 
for children are as 
broad as possible and 
the law on ethnic and 
cultural matches is 
adhered to 

Martin Narey Coram to establish 
evidence through 
monitoring of 
consideration of 
families for children, 
including reasons 
why discounted, and 
use of Consortium 
and inter agency 
fees. 

February 
2012 

Children have suitable families 
identified without delay.  

Adoption Manager 
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