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Background  

 The establishment of comprehensive adoption support services is now widely considered to be an essential underpinning to contemporary and historic adoption. The Adoption& Children Act 2002 strengthened the requirement to provide such services. Potential users of these services are likely to experience considerable apprehension, and it is thought that those living in rural areas may have additional difficulties in accessing adoption support services. The South West Adoption Network (SWAN) carried out a project that piloted new ways to deliver rural adoption support services, in partnership with two local authorities.

The South West Adoption Network

SWAN was established in 1999 to provide a wide range of adoption support services in the South West Region. It evolved as a result of a growing recognition amongst adoption professionals and service users of the need for a regional response to adoption support, and the awareness that independent provision and specialist focus could potentially benefit service users.  

Objectives of the Rural Areas Project

· To promote awareness of services for adopters, adoptees and birth relatives

through: highlighting SWAN’s services; encouraging Authorities with large rural populations to subscribe to SWAN; liaising with health, education, leisure, parish and community councils, churches and other relevant services and organisations.

· To provide adoption support services tailored to rural populations through: providing a helpline linked to local counselling services; setting up drop-in surgeries throughout the area; involving people with personal experience of adoption in helping each other. 

· To improve the collection of systematic data on service use and outcomes
· To identify resources and deficiencies in rural service provision

· To identify the areas in the region with the greatest need for rural services. 

The rural areas in the project 

Two predominantly rural areas were chosen on the basis that they were in the only ‘rural’ authorities to subscribe to SWAN at the time that the project began. Area ‘A’ is a distinct geographical area, which has its own identity and rural culture and is less economically prosperous than other parts of the County. Area ‘B’ is a large rural area, with some centres of population, but is mostly distant from cities, with intermediate/high levels of deprivation and child poverty and lower levels of access to services. 

Summary conclusions on the development of rural adoption support services  

·   Rural areas and rural services 
SWAN’s experience in developing these services highlights the distinction between rural areas; the focus of the early thinking, and rural services, which experience suggests is the better conceptual framework.

· Setting up the services    
It is relatively straightforward to bring new services to the attention of those involved in current adoptions; those that took place recently, where the adoption agency involved will have full information. In the case of historic adoptions, setting up services has to be based on informed guesses, as the potential service user population base is unknowable. 

The provision of rural services depends on three things: trying to maximise the likelihood that information will reach those who need it, learning the most effective and efficient ways of delivering services, and on good working relationships with social services departments.

There are limitations to the usefulness of defining rural areas and locations by various indicators. Such demarcation can be misleading, where for example those living near the border find it easier to access adjoining urban areas  

· Making services known

Advertising and promotional materials were effective in bringing the services to the notice of potential users, and there were benefits in using as many organisations and outlets as possible. Advertising is relatively inexpensive but it needs repeating periodically because the need for help arises at different points in people’s lives. 

Networking had a dual purpose: to get news of the services out to agencies and organisations likely to have contact with potential service users, which might act as referring agencies as well. Contacts included Health, Legal and Social service Departments, community organisations, GPs, women’s groups, Citizens’ Advice Bureaux, libraries and mental health services. The distribution of information via third parties- e.g. to GPs via Health Authorities –should be avoided. In general sending material is no substitute for personal contact. The appeal and content of publicity should be checked with service users where possible. 
Working with the media is important, particularly local newspapers and radio stations, and free magazines. The use of serendipitous happenings can maximise publicity; for example a local newspaper that printed the story of a woman who wanted to search for her sister who had been adopted many years before.

· The helpline   

The Helpline has been the main source of referrals, as it is the most usual line of response to SWAN’s publicity. It has been essential to ensure that qualified and experienced people staff the Helpline.

· Local Surgeries

The provision of the surgeries initially brought in service users who might not otherwise have come to the services, and the associated publicity in each area served to heighten awareness. However, neither the drop-in principle nor the movable surgery are the optimal form of provision; regular provision in one or two centres (with appointments commonly made through the Helpline) may be better. Travel issues are a consideration, but should not be over emphasised; for some it was preferable to be seen outside their locality, because of confidentiality. Systematic collection of users’ views on how best they would like the service to be delivered would be beneficial.

· Specialist services
In both areas, the services were tailored to meet the emerging needs from users, and to ‘dovetail’ with the existing local authority provision. A wide range of specialist services have been developed including:

Information, search and reunion for historic adoptions.

Support groups for adopters.

Group sessions (x6) for adoptive parents with pre school children (in partnership with the local authority) 

Adopters’ support consultation service focusing on attachment issues.

Group for adopters of disabled children

Family work to support and advise parents.

Group for adopters of young people now in their teens and twenties

Training events for adopters on managing difficult behaviour and on attachment difficulties.

Independent counselling for birth relatives 

A general aim has been to encourage adopters to develop their own informal networks and to provide reciprocal support including respite care. 

· Cost information
Cost information from SWAN indicates that it is cheaper in rural areas to employ sessional workers i.e. skilled qualified counsellors or social workers working from home on a self employed basis and delivering services locally.

Effectiveness depends on reliable staff who are committed to the organisation, good communications, an accessible supervision structure, regular update training, and increasingly on good computer literacy and equipment. Supervision and training to maintain high standards are the most substantial costs in rural areas. It is important for local authority managers to be in a position to evaluate the possible advantages of contracting services to a voluntary provider. If for example the true cost of the local authority providing the service is clear, it is possible to make comparisons with a voluntary provide, and perhaps feel more committed to eventually working with that provider.   

· Partnerships with local authorities

Efficient deliver of services depends on good partnerships with local authorities, including good communications and a clear understanding about who carries what responsibilities. The local authorities database of current adoptions (including assessment of likely needs) should facilitate clarity in contracting, and achieve the best use of specialist skills in the two organisations. Good partnerships may take time to establish, and can be delayed by such factors as departmental reorganisation, and unresolved differences about policy, for example in relation to services to birth relatives. 
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