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THINKING ABOUT DIRECT CONTACT WITH BIRTH PARENTS AND BIRTH RELATIVES IN ADOPTION:

An Exploration of the Issues

Enfield Adoption Support Team

What is Direct Contact?
Direct contact is for a specified period and involves Adopters.   They are expected to be with their children and would of course want to be there for something so important.  

It takes place between adopted child/ren and a birth parent or birth relative.     If supervised it involves time spent together in a neutral venue and will be supervised by a Social Worker or other professional caretaker.  After the Adoption Order has been granted this is provided by the Adoption [Support] Team.   The adopters, birth parents and child/ren need to be offered emotional support both before and after the contact by the Adoption Team. 
The idea of direct contact as a positive way forward is something that needs to be thought about and thought through before making a spoken or written commitment to it.

What to consider when organising Contact:
These are the questions that need to be asked when planning for contact.

Why is it felt to be in the child’s best interests?

Would it need supervising?   If so, the birth parents, adopters and the child will need to be prepared and help may be needed afterwards to enable them to work through any resulting feelings they may have. 

Will there be an appropriate person present to supervise it?   Do consult the Adoption Team.
Where will it take place?    Adopters feel more positive about contact when they are in control of the arrangements including the venue.    Whether it needs to be contained in a controlled setting or whether it can be outside in the community are also important factors that need to be taken into account.
How often should it take place?  Given the emotional upheaval that contact represents for all we would advise not more than once a year.   Please see later section on possible effects for all parties after the Adoption order.
Who is going to coordinate the arrangements? E.g. book the venue, pay for the venue, meet both/one of the birth parents/adopters and child in advance to prepare and afterwards to debrief and review contact arrangements, decide on whether there should be two separate workers for adopters and birth family members.    This is usually done by the Adoption Support Workers after Adoption Order.
What would the ground rules for this contact arrangement be and have they been thoroughly discussed with the adopters and birth parents?  Has a contact agreement plan been drawn up and signed?
Ground Rules can involve such issues as whether presents can be bought by birth families, length of time, whether photos can be taken and whether physical affection can be initiated by birth families.
Can the Social Worker imagine that the birth parent might be to manage the contact emotionally and practically?
We often suggest that contact is best approached through a gradual process beginning with letterbox contact and that if successful, this may well lead to direct contact in the future at a point when the child is felt by the adopters to be ready for it. 
Has there been a meeting between the birth parents and the adopters?

It is extremely important that all the above factors are considered in depth by all parties before an adoption order is made.   The power of putting the decisions into action after Adoption Order lies with the adoptive family.   Contact Orders attached to Adoption Orders are very rare indeed as Judges see this as undermining of the permanent nature of adoptive parental responsibility.
The Adopters

Some adopters get put off by proposals of contact fearing it will disrupt the adoptive experience and this in turn can delay placing the child for adoption.   An exploration of how direct contact can be disruptive for adopted children follows shortly.
Below you will see some of the advantages and disadvantages of direct contact for birth parents and for adopted children.   It is important to be aware that the wellbeing of the child is closely bound up with the wellbeing of the adoptive family.  The Adopters sense of entitlement to ‘parent’ even if legally underpinned by an Adoption Order can be undermined by direct contact arrangements.     I hope that this will become clear through this leaflet.
Advantages for the Birth Parent of Direct Contact 
For the birth parent it has obvious advantages.    It softens the impact of the termination of their legal rights to the child by allowing them the chance to continue to get to know their child over time and have a physical proximity to them for a specified time.      It offers the chance of reassurance to the parent that their child is loved and is alright.   

Through seeing that their child now belongs and lives with another family, they may be helped to come to terms with their loss and move on in their lives.   
On some occasions the thought that they will continue to see their child throughout their childhood can lead to an acceptance of adoption being the right way forward and therefore possibly avoid contested hearings. 

Advantages of Direct Contact with Birth Parent/Relatives for the Child

If the birth relatives have no connection to the abuse and/or the neglect the child may have experienced, the contact can offer a different, more positive image of the birth family for the child.   
Direct contact [whether parent or other relative] can provide an opportunity for the child to ask questions and find out information that would not be available through any other channels.   

The child is being given the chance to see and get to know a birth parent and find out for themselves what sort of person they seem to be.

Contact even if it is difficult can serve to replace speculation and fantasy [whether idealisation or demonization] with facts and a taste of reality.  Contact can prepare the child for a later meeting as an adult and lessen the shock and impact of this if it has been regular through the years.

It is possible through the knowledge built up over the years of the birth parent that the child will be less likely to get into searching on the internet for their parent.   Unsupervised internet contact could lead to meetings that might put the child at risk as young adults.  
Direct Contact brings together the two families that the adopted child takes with him/her through life. It can integrates the child’s sense of him/herself as being part of two families; the one they are born from and the one they are attached to. 

A climate of secrecy about eventual contact with birth relatives may be more likely to develop where children have not gone through ‘sharing’ the experience of contact with their adopters through their childhood.

Potential Problems that can arise for the Birth Parent in direct Contact

Each time the parent meets the child it can bring renewed grief for all that they have missed and will continue to miss.    They may have the realisation that the child is no longer ‘theirs’. 

The pain of parting for a long period can be strong and the emotional temperature of the ‘contact’ experience for the birth and adoptive parent is likely to be felt by all.   It may prevent the parent moving on with their life or feeling reassured.  This of course will depend on how their own lives are working out.
Initially and possibly each time they meet, it can be hard for the parent to hear the child relate to and call his adoptive parents ‘Mummy and Daddy’.

The birth parent may want a level of emotional intimacy [hugs, cuddles and/or conversation] that the child is not able to offer or feel.  This may lead to the birth parent experiencing a strong feeling of rejection.
There would be ground rules for direct contact e.g. punctuality, no presents from birth parent just food for consumption, no cameras, no taking of the child anywhere unaccompanied, no questions about surname, address or school.  Adopters may impose stipulations about showing physical affection to the child [this could come about as a result of the child feeling scared or uncomfortable with this on a previous contact].
The birth parent may get asked questions by the child that they feel unable to handle during the contact.  The parent may be very upset and angry by the questions and give their version of events which probably will not tally with the social work version of events.   This may have to lead to future work with birth parent and child.
The birth parent may feel very uncomfortable during contact as if they are under scrutiny and may feel as if they can’t express themselves in their normal way e.g. not being able to swear or use explicit language in their conversation if they feel like it.

Potential Problems for the Child in the Adoptive Family with Direct Contact
They may have no sense of connection to their birth parent and may find it an odd way to spend time with adults who may look and feel strained.

They may find their birth parent disturbing.   This could be because the parent presents very well and leaves them wondering why they could not manage to look after them in the past especially if they know that the birth parent has kept subsequent children.     This could also be because the birth parent seems unhappy, intimidating or frightening in his or her manner.

The birth parent may want more from the child in terms of physical affection or conversation than they want to give.    

The child may feel angry with the birth parent and feel that their sense of hurt or grief [due to abuse or neglect] is not being acknowledged or understood by the birth parent.   If the birth parent appears to deny the role they took in their children’s removal then this may renew the child’s sense of hurt and anger.     

If the birth parent is late for the contact or misses it then this could leave the child’s self esteem threatened and vulnerable. 

Whether the contact is positive or negative the child may now think about the birth parent more and worry about them as it has become a real relationship even if infrequent.    The sense of a parallel life they could have lived may be distracting in the early years of the adoption. The child is simultaneously trying to root into the adoptive family and feel they belong there as they are being reminded of their past in a very real way.  
In later years when normal adolescent conflict with parents is strong the birth parent [if a good relationship has been fostered] may begin to seem a like a desirable alternative for the child as the reality of what they might present over a longer time frame has not been tested in a contact situation.
The contact experience might be so testing for the adopter’s sense of entitlement to parent that the child gets caught up in this.   If a contact with birth parent leaves adopters feeling stressed, undermined or angry and unfavourably compared to the birth parent then this in itself can impact on the child.
Direct Contact with Birth Relatives - Considerations
Much of what is written about the birth parents and the adopted children above can also apply to other birth relatives.     
If the birth relative has not been in any way connected to the abuse it is more likely that they will accept the Social Work version of what has happened.   It is more complex when the birth relative is very enmeshed with one of the birth parents and understandably has divided loyalties and blind spots.

If the birth relative is a sibling who lives with the wider birth family or in a fostering situation, this can be complex for adopted children.   Through this route they may hear news about the birth family in an unprocessed way [such as being told another baby is living with birth mother or that birth mother is very sick].  
If the sibling, who has not been adopted, has issues about this or there has been bullying between the siblings, contact can stir up lots of unpleasant feelings and resentments impeding the children’s sense of wellbeing.   Information about the adoptive home and its whereabouts could reach the parents through the siblings.
Research and Conclusions
There is little research that in relation to direct contact with birth parents in adoption that has taken place over the time span of childhood and adolescence.     The research that does exist on birth relative contact does not come up with any definitive conclusions around which, practice can be based upon, as there are so many dependent variables. 
Each case has a unique history and is dependent on the personalities involved therefore it is hard to generalise about direct contact.  
We would argue that letterbox contact which may build up to direct Contact with birth parents through the years is better than starting off with high hopes of direct Contact, which then drops down to no contact because of the very complex sets of feelings involved not least from the adopters themselves.  Contact can touch on some very primal feelings for adopters as the legal parents or as the prospective legal parents.
We know that letterbox contact itself can be an emotional time for adopted children and their parents and we feel it provides a space for looking at their dual identity as individuals.   We need to ask ourselves as Social Workers why we want to take contact from letterbox to direct contact in the early years of an adoption.
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‘Contact in Adoption and Permanent Foster Care’   Elsbeth Neil

‘Safe Contact:   Children in Permanent Placement and their Birth Relatives’   Katherine MacAskill

‘After Adoption    Direct contact and relationships’    Carole Smith and Janette Logan
PAGE  
1

