
Who adopts children 
from care?

Susan Tregeagle
Lynne Moggach



Why do we need to understand 
who adopts from care? 
HIGH NUMBERS OF CHILDREN IN OUT-OF-HOME CARE ARE SUITABLE FOR ADOPTION
• Almost 30,000 Australian children in care for more than two years .
• Approximately 44% of children entering care are under 5 years
• Instability in long term care – children likely to have 6-8 placements

CHANGES IN LEGISLATION are encouraging practice 
• NSW has strongly embedded adoption from care in legislation
• Other states are holding significant inquiries exploring adoption- South Australia and Queensland 

most recently



NSW Legislation to encourage 
adoption
Adoption Acts 1965 and 2000 (enacted 2003) 
Child over the age of 12 years (if over 12 years and raised by applicants for 5 years or more, the child’s consent is the only 
consent required) 
Consent or  Dispensation when a person cannot be identified/located, is incapable of giving proper consideration to consent 
because of mental/physical condition, unfit to discharge obligations of parent as has abandoned, deserted, neglected, ill-treated a  
child or, since 2003,  when there is “cause for concern for welfare of child”. 
Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Amendment (Permanency Planning) Act 2001
• Timeframes for restoration and adoption included as an option, if restoration failed
Adoption Amendment Act 2008 
• Section 8. Addition of principle: “undue delay in making a decision in relation to the adoption of a child is likely to prejudice 

the child’s welfare,”
• Section 54. Amendment that parents’ consents are not required if child is over the age of 12 years and has been cared for by 

the proposed adoptive parents for at least 2 years (prior to this requirement was for at least 5 years).
Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection Act 1998) Amendment October, 2014 
• Altered priority of adoption as an option for children with long-term orders: restoration, kin care then adoption, then 

guardianship
• Care plan for children under 2 to be made within 6 months, and for children over 2 within twelve months.(Section 83.5)



Barnardos’ data on 
adoptive parents
• Study 210 adopted children in 138 

adoptive families between 1987-
2013

• Analysis of Supreme Court 
applications for adoption and 
administrative files

• Focus on children under 5 since 
2010, previous practice was on older 
children



Unique requirements of adoptive 
parents in this study 
• Older children often have significant behavioural disturbance- 102 of 

the children adopted including 11 with criminal activity
• Children come in sibling groups- 10 x 3 siblings, 41 x 2 (siblings 

sometimes move in and out of families)
• Children are coping with significant personal difficulties: 74 health 

problems, 173 reading difficulties, 87 required mental health support
• Adopters recruited for open adoption which requires contact with 

birth family (substance use and 81 primary birthparents had 
psychiatric difficulties)

• Babies often have a period of uncertainty around legal 
arrangements



Care Levels



Age of children available- a wide age range but 
increasingly small children

• Older children have foster carers first and 
assessment is made about adoption- 50% 
chance of adoption

• Babies and toddlers applicants generally have 
care plan for adoption



Age at permanent placement
( mainly 5 year blocks)

0-11 
mths

12-23 
mths

2-4 5-11 12+ Total

1/7/1987-30/6/1993
(6 years)

6 3 11 23 4 47

1/7/1993-30/6/1998 5 2 5 12 2 26

1/7/1998-30/6/2003 1 4 9 15 1 30

1/7/2003-30/6/2008 1 4 17 7 0 29

1/7/2008-30/6/2013 19 9 29 21 0 78

Total 32 22 71 78 7 210



Motivation of adoptive 
parents

Stated primary motivation to adopt Number of adoptive families

Infertility 95

Desire to expand existing family 8

Desire to help a child 21

Desire to help a child/expand existing family 6

Desire to help a child/infertility 3

Desire to expand existing family/infertility 1

Same sex couple choosing to adopt 4

Total 138



Demographics of adoptive parent 

Age

Relationship at permanent placement

Primary Carers Secondary Carers
Age 25-29 6 6
Age 30-34 21 12
Age 35-39 94 60
Age 40-44 48 67
Age 45-49 34 47
Age 50-54 5 9
Age 55-59 2 2

210 203

Relationship status Number
Married less than 10 years 41
Married more than 10 years 83
Partnership less than 10 years 5
Partnership more than 10 years 2
Single (not married at time of adoption) 3
Single (Widowed) 2
Single (Divorced) 2



Type of family
• Two-thirds in metropolitan area
• Other children living in the home

Households 1 child 2 children 3 children 4 children Total

Biological children at home 16 7 7 2 32

Biological children not living at home 11 6 3 1 21

Adopted children living at home 14 1 0 0 15

Adopted children not living at home 1 0 0 0 1

Other children 5 (4 fostered; 
1 grandchild)

4 fostered 1 fostered 10

Total 47 18 11 3 79



Demographics continued

• Net household weekly income for last ten years of the study
1/7/2003- 30/6/2013 (n=107) 

• Home Ownership : 138 mortgagees, 64 owned outright, 7 
renters and one lived without cost

Combined net household income Rounded to
nearest $250

Number of adopted children

<$750 17

$1000 31
$1500 33
$2000 15
$2,500 3
$3000 5
$3500 3



Education
Year of leaving school Primary adoptive parent Secondary adoptive parent

Before Year 10 17 15
Year 10 and 11 112 89
End Year 12 81 99

210 203

Level of qualification Primary adoptive parent Secondary adoptive
parent

No post school qualification 59 (28%) 45
Trade /Certificate /Diploma 106 47
Graduate and post-graduate 45 111

210 203



Attendance at place of worship
Religious attendance Primary Adoptive  Parent Secondary Adoptive Parent

Nil 116 (55%) 128 (61%)

Occasional 40 30

Regular 54 52



What the children say:
• Adoptive parents talked with them more and loved them more after 

adoption. 

• In with their adoptive family they felt stable and safe: 
“Being safe and staying put”

“You have a safe environment and shelter to get at the end 
of a day and things to stay alive and happy”

“They made my lunch and breakfast for me”

“They made my sisters and I feel that we were wanted and    
loved”

“I am part of a family and I feel safe with them.”

(Developing Practice 2007, Cox et al.)



The End



Why adoption?
• Lifelong commitment – beyond 18 years
• International research on stability - stronger attachment
• Greater sense of belonging - being loved
• Social recognition – like “marriage”
• Children’s preference - feeling normal
• Long-term family’s preference
• Adults who grew up adopted show better outcomes 



When is adoption not appropriate?

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children
• Children in kin care
• Some older children who have significant 

attachments to birth family
• Some children who require long-term support 

eg with significant health or disability issues



Why ‘open’?
• Honest, transparent relationships
• Important for children’s identity and self-worth
• Gives opportunity for communication
• Provides life-long continuity of relationships
• Can help the child feel more secure and strenghten the 

adoptive placement
• Benefits for all parties



Benefits of open 
adoption

For child:
• Access to information
• Reassured about family’s well-being
For adoptive parents:
• Greater sense of “entitlement”
• Information about child’s history
• Better prepared for future
For birth parents:
• Reassured about child’s wellbeing
• Ongoing part of child’s life
• Can assist with grieving



Overview of study 2002-12
300 Children entered  

July 2002- June 2012 ie
ten years

164 remained at end of 
study 

71 exited

65 children were 
adopted over ten years



Age of the 65 adopted children



We should never 
underestimate the 
importance to 
children of 
belonging to a 
family and their 
sense of 
ownership of their 
family:

“We are a 
family 
forever.”
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