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LETTERBOX

GUIDANCE FOR SOCIAL WORKERS & SUPERVISING SOCIAL WORKERS

The following provides guidance on setting up a letterbox system for indirect contact following adoption and includes guidelines for its administration. 

Research indicates that although adopters commonly feel anxious about contact, the benefits can include less fear of birth family and greater empathy for the child and birth family. For the birth family the benefits include acceptance of the placement and reassurance their child is well cared for. For the child it is a means of helping them understand why they were adopted and helping them not to feel unwanted or rejected. Research has shown that adopted children can feel upset by hearing much later in life that they have brothers and sisters born to their birth parents that they were never told about. 
Forms Available on George

CS2/140a 
Agreement for Adopters

CS2/140b
Agreement for Birth Family

CS2/141 
Information for Adopters

CS2/142 
Information for Birth Families

CS2/143 
Letterbox Leaflet

Process

1. The Social Worker should discuss the letterbox at an early stage of the adoption planning process with birth parents and any other relatives/carers who may be involved. These should only include siblings or adults who have played a significant role in the child’s life. The Social Worker should include details of the proposed contact on the Family Finding Referral Form when referring the child for adoption and on the Form CPR. Remember it is “proposed” contact at this stage as the adopters’ agreement is required. 
2. The Supervising Social Worker has an important role in promoting adopters understanding of the letterbox, the issues and the benefits. They should help them understand what is involved, the options that can be considered and what commitment the adopters are able to make.

3. At the Adoption Placement Planning meeting arrangements for indirect contact will be agreed with all parties and set out in the Adoption Placement Plan. 
4. After the child has been placed the social worker and supervising social worker will liaise and prepare the Letterbox agreement forms and arrange to have them signed by all parties.

5. These forms need to be passed to the Letterbox Administrator at Orchard House prior to the adoption order being granted. 
6. It is expected that at least one exchange will take place prior to the adoption order being granted. This way the social worker and supervising social worker can address any misunderstandings or problems that are likely to arise, ie sending in gifts, signing letters mummy and daddy or writing the letter for the child instead of the adopters. 
7. The usual arrangement for letterbox contact is for adopters to write first in a designated month and the birth parents to then respond. This normally works well and allows adopters to take the lead.

8. In a few cases it may later appear to be helpful to change arrangements so that the birth parents write first and the adopters then respond. This allows birth parents to ask a question and not have to wait a long time for an answer. However, many birth parents find it difficult to know what to write and find it easier if they have first had a letter. Also, in some cases adopters’ commitment has not been maintained and if a birth parent does not write it can offer a ready reason for the adopter not to send a letter. Birth parents may fail to write for a number of understandable reasons and it may not be due to a lack of interest eg they may have limited literacy skills, emotional pressures or unresolved grief/anger. 
9. However the letterbox is set up, arrangements can be renegotiated at a later date if this appears advantageous to the child and all the parties are in agreement. If there is no agreement to change it is expected that the original arrangement will continue unless, following an assessment by the Adoption Support team, this is not considered to be in the best interests of the child.

10. If adopters would like a reminder letter prompting them of the due date, please indicate this on the agreement. 
11. The Letterbox administrator will read the material received from adopters. This is to check that no identifying information has been included by mistake and there are no offensive comments. It is then sent out to the birth family participants with a reply envelope and guidelines.
12. When the birth relatives respond the Letterbox Administrator will again check the contents and forward on to the adopters. Any material not agreed, or deemed unsuitable by the Principal Practitioner supervising the letterbox, may be kept on file or returned. This is dealt with by the Adoption Support Team. 
13. If either party is late in writing reminders will be sent out. If there has been no response to three letters the matter will be referred to the supervising Principal Practitioner of the Adoption Support Team and a letter offering support will be sent out. Experience shows birth parents may sometimes not write for a year or two but then when they are more settled they start to do so again. 
14. It needs to be made clear to birth families that the letterbox arrangement is usually a voluntary one and we cannot force adopters to respond unless it was agreed in court. 
Things to Avoid

1. Exchanges of information for the month of December or at the time of the child’s birthday – this is a busy time for adopters and can be an emotive time for birth family members. 

2. Christmas & birthday cards - Unless the child has an existing significant relationship that it is important to maintain for the child’s benefit, these are not generally appropriate. They can be confusing to the child especially if they are signed mummy or daddy, and are not appropriate to put on display with all their other cards. If the child comes to expect a card and one doesn’t arrive this can be worrying for them. If birthday or Christmas cards are agreed this should be clearly recorded on the agreement form and they should be sent in at the time of the exchange to enable them to arrive at their destination on time. Unsolicited cards can be a problem, ie arriving on the day of the birthday or on Christmas Eve. Some adopters have found themselves bombarded by cards from birth relatives. Therefore unsolicited cards will be dealt with at the discretion of the Letterbox Administrator in consultation with the Principal Practitioner supervising letterbox.

3. Christmas/birthday presents/Easter eggs – these should be avoided for many reasons. There are practical reasons such as the cost of postage, the risk of damage, the birth family not knowing what the child would want. More significantly there are also value issues. The child is now part of a new family and this makes gifts from the birth family inappropriate in nearly all cases. In the rare instances where a gift is in the child’s interests a gift voucher can be included in the agreement if this is felt appropriate. (Postal orders should not be used as they can be traced to the post office where they are cashed). 
Things to Include

1. Photographs – these are particularly valued by most birth relatives but many adopters have concerns about identification. If you feel there is any chance of the birth family using the photos to trace the family or load them on social networking sites then obviously they should not be agreed. In most cases the birth family feels very grateful to receive photographs and would not do anything to disturb the child or their family. Feedback from birth family members show that they prefer original photos – not scanned paper copies.

2. News – the guidelines contain suggestions for adopters and birth families of what news to include. Remember the exchange is between the adults but as the child gets older if they wish to participate that is at the discretion of the adopters. Birth relatives prefer a personalised letter but if writing to more than one person this is not always possible. 
Other matters

If any of the participants have a problem they need to let the Letterbox Administrator know and an Adoption Support Worker can offer help. The most common problems include: adopters being too busy to reply and sending in updates months after they were due which is extremely distressing for the birth relatives waiting, adopters providing very brief updates or being unwilling to provide photographs, not being informed of changes of address, children deciding they don’t wish to participate in the scheme anymore as they get older, birth parents struggling to provide news or providing unsuitable news and sending gifts, difficulties obtaining updates around Christmas and adopters not coping if contact is set too frequently. 
If a participant in the scheme has literacy difficulties, visual impairment or anything that may prevent them from writing please inform the Adoption Support Team directly to ensure that any necessary help is provided. 
If English is not a party’s first language again please inform the Adoption Support Team directly so this need is addressed. For example, information can be dictated to Adoption Support staff by telephone. Translation services are available. 
In your work with adopters you can help to ensure that they are aware of the need to be sensitive, to think of how the circumstances of the birth parent may be very different to their own and that some birth parents may misinterpret information. If a child was removed because of non accidental injuries a birth parent may be very sensitive to any news of the child having had any accidents, ie broken limbs. 
In your work with birth parents you can guide them to avoid inappropriate emotional comments such as “I can’t wait until I see you again” or “I love and miss you loads and think about you everyday”. These comments could distress the adopted child. The birth parent needs to be encouraged to support the child’s position in his adoptive family even if the adoption itself was against their wishes. In particular it should be agreed how letters will be signed in the initial agreement. This is a difficult area for birth parents. First names are best and usually more acceptable to adopters but otherwise some compromise may be needed.

Adoption Support staff are always happy to advise on any individual issues.
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