
ADOPTION @HEART
ANNUAL REPORT
2024

Report for:

Produced by

City of Wolverhampton Council 
Sandwell Council and Sandwell
Children's Trust
Dudley Council
Walsall Council

Head of Service Simon Green

1 April 2023 – 31 March 2024

Adoption@Heart



Table of
Contents



Introduction &
Purpose of
Report

AN
N

U
AL

 R
EP

O
RT

 2
02

4

 There are currently 32 Regional Adoption Agencies in England. This report fulfils the obligations
in the Adoption National Minimum Standards (2011) and Adoption Service Statutory Guidance
(2011) Adoption and Children Act 2002, to report to the “executive side” of the local authority.
This has guided the structure and information set out in this report. The report covers the full
year 1 April 2023 to 31 March 2024, covering the overall work within Adoption@Heart, the
progress with adopter recruitment and the service specific for each of the four partner agencies.

Adoption@Heart is a Regional Adoption Agency, providing adoption services on behalf of City of
Wolverhampton Council, Sandwell Council, Dudley Council and Walsall Council. The service is hosted
by City of Wolverhampton Council and became operational on 1 April 2019. The service is now five
years old. In 2015, the government announced plans to regionalise adoption services to improve
adopter recruitment and support, reduce costs, and speed up matching to deliver the best outcome
for children in care. Regional Adoption Agencies bring together local services and expertise to
streamline the adoption process and provide a child-centred approach to adoption in England.
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Dedicated support  

The well-being and best interests of the child whose plan is that of adoption, as well as those of
adopted children and young people, are the primary focus of RAAs. 

The consolidation of more local adoption services into regional agencies enhances efficiency
and consistency in the adoption process. By centralising resources, RAAs can standardise
procedures and reduce delays in finding suitable homes for children. 

A child centred approach to adoption

Efficiency and consistency   

RAAs operate on a collaborative model, working to pool expertise, resources, and knowledge to
provide better support for both adoptive families and children with a plan for adoption. 

Collaborative model   

RAAs offer tailored and dedicated support to adoptive families and children, utilising years of
experience to help both adopted children and prospective adoptive parents. This personalised
approach helps create strong foundations for successful adoptions and ensures ongoing
support for families throughout their journey.

Regional Adoption Agencies actively engage with their local communities to promote awareness
and understanding of adoption, while addressing any unique regional challenges. 

Community and engagement    
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Head of Service
Overview
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Our Key Achievements

Reversing the Downward Trend in Adopter Recruitment: 
This year has been remarkably successful in reversing the two-year downward trend in adopter
recruitment. Through improved marketing strategies and the hard work of our Recruitment and
Assessment Service, we have successfully attracted more prospective adopters, ensuring a broader
pool of in-house adopters for children in need. 

Leadership Appointment: 
In October, we filled a significant vacancy by appointing an experienced Head of Service. This
strategic appointment has already made substantial contributions to our operations and strategic
direction, bringing renewed energy and expertise to our team. 

The year 2023-24 has been a period of significant achievements and positive changes for
Adoption@Heart, marking good progress against our priorities and laying a solid foundation for
future improvements.
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Financial Management: 
We responded swiftly to a predicted
interagency overspend, implementing
measures that not only managed the
situation but also prevented any financial
overreach. This immediate action has helped
us maintain financial stability and integrity.  
 
Tracking and Management
Improvements: 
We have improved our arrangements for
tracking children with a plan for adoption.
These enhancements have resulted in more
timely and accurate tracking, facilitating
better outcomes for children awaiting
adoption.

Workforce Stability: 
We have achieved greater stability within our
workforce, which has been crucial for
maintaining consistent and high-quality
support to both children and adoptive
families. This stability has also enabled us to
focus more on strategic goals and less on
staffing concerns.  

Governance Strengthening: 
Our governance arrangements have been
strengthened, enhancing our ability to
oversee and manage our operations
effectively. These improvements have
contributed to better decision-making
processes and increased accountability.  

Focus on In-House Placements: 
Continuing our focus on in-house placements will
reduce reliance on interagency placements. We aim
to achieve this through three main work-streams.

Adopter Recruitment: 
We plan to recruit more adopters than ever before,
building on the successful strategies implemented
this past year.  

 

Process and Practice Improvements: 
We will improve our processes and practices to
facilitate more in-house placements, enhancing
our ability to place children swiftly and
effectively with A@H adopters.  

Innovation and Collaboration: 
Through innovation and collaboration with
other RAAs, and policy development, we aim to
streamline and enhance our adoption services
further.  

Engagement:
Enhancing the participation and involvement of
adopted people, adopters and their families in
our services is a key focus for the upcoming
year, to improve overall service quality.
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Key Priorities for 2024-25

Adoption Support: 
One of the main challenges we face is that the
demand for adoption support services is exceeding
the resources currently available. Addressing this
imbalance will be a priority, ensuring that we
continue to provide high-quality support to all
adoptive families.  
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Other 2024-25 Activity 

Additional Reporting Requirements for 2024/25 
In line with the governance board's request, we will conduct and present two additional reports this
coming year:  
 
Review of the Structure of Adoption@Heart: 
This review will assess our structure to ensure it is optimally designed to meet our strategic goals and
service delivery requirements.  

Review of the Funding Formula: 
A thorough review of our funding formula will help ensure that LA/Trust financial resources are
allocated most effectively to meet the needs of children and families.  

In 2023-24, Adoption@Heart has demonstrated resilience and innovation, overcoming challenges and
setting a course for future success. Our continued commitment to working in a restorative way to
achieve permanency for all children remains unwavering. As we look to 2024-25, we are enthusiastic
about building on our achievements and tackling the challenges ahead with dedication and strategic
focus.  
 
It is important to note that data and information within this report is accurate as of 31 March 2024.  
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Head of Service
Budget Summary
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This past year presented challenging moments in budget management, due to an increase in the use
of inter-agency placement and significant overspend highlighted at the end of the second and third
quarters. Thanks to diligent recovery planning and robust financial management, we successfully
mitigated these concerns and concluded the year on a positive note, avoiding the worst-case financial
scenarios.  

Adoption@Heart did end the year with an overspend on our inter-agency budget, however this
overspend was less severe than anticipated. The primary cause was an increased reliance on inter-
agency placements, driven by a shortage of in-house options and a less successful recruitment period
in 2022-2023. Fortunately, this overspend was partially offset by savings in other areas, including both
staffing and non-staffing costs.  

As a result, our overall budget health remains relatively strong. The overspend for this year fell well
within our available reserves, accumulated from previous years. Adoption@Heart is in a position to carry
forward a reserve of £338,000 into 2024-2025. Of this reserve, £250,000 has been earmarked to bolster
the interagency budget for 2024-2025, while the remaining £88,000 will be retained in line with the
reserves policy agreed in the collaboration agreement between Council's'.

In conclusion, our effective budget management strategies have ensured that no additional financial
contributions have been required from Partners. Moreover, we have allocated extra funds to support
the inter-agency budget for 2024-2025, ensuring financial stability and preparedness for the year ahead. 
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The overarching aim of Adoption@Heart is to provide secure and loving homes to children in need of
permanence via adoption and to support those children and their families through their lifelong
adoption journey. Adoption@Heart offers child-led and adopter friendly services by an experienced and
motivated professional team. 

Adoption@Heart supports the ethos that children and young people are best able to develop close and
enduring relationships within a family setting. Adoption@Heart aims to ensure that all children whom it
places within adoptive families will experience stability, security, and quality of care throughout their
childhood and into their adulthood. 

Children and young people, adopted adults, adoptive and birth families are listened to and have an
influence on the practice and the services provided by Adoption@Heart.

We will work to develop opportunities for young people to meet and influence the development of
support and services, develop opportunities for adopted adults and birth families to have an increased
voice and influence within their RAA, and work with adopters to ensure they have an influence in the
development of support and services.

Our Aims and
Objectives

The objectives of
Adoption@Heart
are to:  
• Provide secure and loving homes to children in need
of permanence via adoption and to support those
children and their families through their lifelong
adoption journey. Adoption@Heart offers child-led
and adopter friendly services by an experienced and
motivated professional team. 

• Meet the requirements of the Adoption and Children
Act 2002, associated standards, regulations, and
guidance.  
 
• Ensure the needs, wishes, welfare and safety of the
child are at the centre of the adoption process, as
outlined in the Welfare Checklist (Adoption & Children
Act 2002). 
 
 
 

• Support the process of timely decision
making for children in relation to permanence
options, including the use of Early
Permanence Placements. 
  
• Recruit, assess and approve a range of
adoptive families in sufficient numbers to
meet the needs of our LA and Children’s Trust
partners children for whom adoption is the
plan, including children who wait longer,
sibling groups and those children who require
an early permanence placement.  

• Promote best practice in adoption through
the provision of advice and support to our LA
and Children’s Trust partners with the care
planning process.
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• Ensure all staff involved in the work of
Adoption@Heart have the appropriate level
of skill, knowledge, and experience to deliver
an effective service. 
 
 • Regularly review and evaluate services
provided to ensure services delivered are of
the highest possible standard and continue
to meet the needs of our LA and Children’s
Trust partners and the children and families
in receipt of our services. 

• Ensure the assessment and preparation of
adoptive families is comprehensive and
robust, in order that adopters are aware of
and prepared to meet the needs of children
for whom adoption is the plan.  
 
• Provide a child centred, needs led
matching, transition, and moving in process
for children.  
 
• Provide a comprehensive adoption support
service for adopted children and young
people and their parents, adopted adults
and birth family members.  

The service employs 32 qualified Social Workers on a permanent basis, two of which in the Recruitment & Assessment
Team have recently moved to a 12-month secondment opportunity in CWC. We have one agency Social Worker who is
acting as a Stage 1 Social Worker in the Recruitment & Assessment Team covering one of the secondments and we are
currently interviewing for an additional agency Social Worker to cover the second secondment in the Recruitment &
Assessment Team. There is also an Agency Social Worker in the Adoption Support Team supporting with capacity
challenges.  

 There is a Head of Service, Service Manager and three Team Managers, with one covering each of the thematic service
areas.

There are a number of differently qualified posts such as Family Support Workers and Business Support
colleagues. The Business Support Team have a Business Support Manager and have had a vacancy for a Senior
Business Support Officer, which has now been appointed to. There are five Business Support Officers, two of which
are part time. The Panel Team have two Panel Advisors along with a Panel Co-ordinator and three Panel
Administrators.

The objectives of
Adoption@Heart
are to:  

Staffing
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Children who typically wait the longest: Adopters
are in greatest demand for the children who
typically wait the longest to be adopted - children
over 5, children under 5 with multiple needs,
brother and sister groups, and children from Black
and mixed heritage backgrounds. 
 
The system is institutionally racist: We know from
the Ending Racial Disparity in Adoption report, that
Black children are overrepresented in the care
system. Black children wait longer for adoption
than white children. Black children are the least
likely to achieve the lifetime stability and
permanency of a family through adoption. We
must seek to end the racial disparity in adoption. 

Nationally 
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Over the last five years there has been an
overall decline in children leaving care achieving
permanence through adoption, special
guardianship and child arrangements order or
returning home. However, the highest decline
for these children has been in adoption orders. 
 
The number of moving in orders has declined,
and the reasons for this are multifaceted, with
changes in practice focussing on family support
and kinship care, the historic adoption legacy,
the impact of new case law and the pandemic.
Whilst the reversals of adoption plans for
children have declined, there is a recent
increase in new adoption plans being agreed
for children by local authorities. 

09



Whilst representing a small part of the total
children’s social work sector, adoption continues
to have a high profile politically. The programme
of regionalisation which commenced in 2016 is
now almost complete, with 32 Regional Adoption
Agencies covering virtually all Local Authorities in
England. There continues to be some areas, such
as Birmingham, where they have formed as a
Voluntary Adoption Agency, due to the nature
and size of their individual organisations and
Children’s Trust status.  

The government launched their Adoption
Strategy: Achieving Excellence Everywhere in July
2021, setting out its vision to further improve the
adoption system across England, with the
provision of sector-led support to create national
models of best-practice. 

Nationally RAA Leaders are working to, deliver
against key areas of the strategy in line with the
3 key priority areas identified in their plan for
2021-2023: 
 

Adoption Recruitment  
The Child’s Journey 
Adoption Support 

 
The National RAA leaders group meets monthly
and there are working groups in place to address
these three priority areas.  

Adopter Sufficiency: Despite an increase in
recruitment between 2020 - 2022 there has been a
decline in adopters in the last 18 months, with less
registrations of interest to adopt overall, but with
regional variations. The national picture is
concerning, and at a national level a collaborative
approach is necessary to ensure there are enough
adopters to meet the needs of children requiring
adoption. An increasing number of adopters have
withdrawn from the process, and the reasons for
this are varied, and the following are highlighted
here: 

The cost-of-living crisis is an increasing barrier to
adoption: The current cost of living crisis is a
significant threat to the number of approved
adopters. Nine out of ten prospective adopters say
the costof-living crisis is affecting their decisions
about adoption, according to Adoption UK’s
December 2022 survey. Adopters are withdrawing
from the process as they are concerned about not
being able to afford the cost of caring for children. 

There are a range of barriers to adoption: We know
that there are several things hampering
recruitment: prospective adopters lack confidence in
their suitability, capacity, and capability to be ‘good
enough’ adopters; there is a lack of trust in the
process, particularly amongst minoritised groups;
variability in support being provided and a fear that
that the right support will not be available at the
right time. For Black people considering adoption,
there remain multiple hurdles including barriers of
perception as well as practical, cultural, and
personal issues. Fewer children and more children
with multiple needs: The number of children with a
placement order has declined, whilst the multiple
needs of children have grown.

Some adopters have been waiting for the right
match for some time and have withdrawn from the
process, becoming disheartened after expressing
interest in several children. 
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Adoption@Heart continues to be an active
member of the Midlands Together Collaboration
(MTC). The shared aim of the MTC partnership is
to work together to enhance moving in choice at
the earliest possible opportunity for children and
to ensure effective arrangements and protocols
are in place for providing longer term adoption
support. There are 18 Local Authority members
and two Voluntary Adoption Agency members.
There are five Regional Adoption Agencies
represented.  

The key aims are to: 
 

Reduce the moving in waiting times for
children. 
Increase the number of children placed
regionally. 
Enhance adopter involvement in placement
identification. 

Improve the co-ordination and access to adoption
support services and to take advantage of
opportunities to develop best practice across the
region, to improve opportunities and services for
children to be adopted and adoptive families. 

Regionally 

Whilst all RAA’s are working to ensure sufficiency
for approval of adopters to meet the needs of
children with an adoption plan, Adoption@Heart
still uses a relatively high number of inter-agency
placements, securing regional links is preferable to
placing children at a distance.

The focus this year has continued to be
embedding the MTC Early Permanence Good
Practice Guide. This follows the launch of the
National Early Permanence Standards. This is in
recognition of the need to ensure we consider
early permanence for all children with a likely plan
of adoption. Since the launch of the Good Practice
Guide in February and March 2023, referrals for
Fostering to Adopt (FFA) placements have
increased. The challenge for Adoption@Heart and
other RAA’s is recruiting enough adopters to meet
the increase in demand.  
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Marketing
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The analysis of the marketing performance for the periods 2022/2023 and 2023/2024 reveals several
noteworthy trends and changes.  
 
Enquiries 
There was a modest increase in enquiries, from 541 in 2022/2023 to 572 in 2023/2024. This suggests
a gradual growth in interest and could be attributed to enhanced marketing efforts or expanding
market awareness.  
 
Phone Consultations and Information Events 
The number of phone consultations increased substantially from 6 in 2022/2023 to 63 in 2023/2024,
indicating a more proactive engagement strategy that might be responding to customer preferences
for personalised interactions. However, there was a significant drop in household attendance at
information events, from 169 in 2022/2023 to 129 in 2023/2024. This might be due to the increased
number of phone consultations, suggesting a shift towards more direct and perhaps convenient
forms of communication.  

Website Visits 
The total number of website visits had an increase of 64,291 views with 23,557 unique visits for both
years. This likely indicates improved visibility, greater interest from newer audiences, and greater
online audience reach.  
 

2023 - 2024
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Social Media Followers  
Twitter showed a slight increase in followers from 482 to 489 year over year. This is a minimal
growth, indicating a relatively stagnant presence on this platform. 
 
Facebook likes saw a modest increase from 2,180 to 2,200. As one of the more significant social
platforms for engagement, the small growth might suggest the need for more compelling content or
promotions to boost engagement.  

Instagram showed more significant growth, from 340 followers in 2022/2023 to 408 in 2023/2024,
marking a 20% increase. This suggests that Instagram may be a more effective platform for engaging
with the audience, possibly due to more visually appealing content or a younger demographic.  
 
Overall Assessment:  
The year-over-year analysis indicates that while there is an overall growth in engagement metrics like
enquiries and social media presence, there are areas such as event attendance and website traffic
that are either declining or stagnating.  
 
This could suggest that while efforts to increase direct engagement (like phone consultations and
Instagram content) are succeeding, broader outreach initiatives might need revisiting or revitalising
to sustain and build upon the current growth trends. 

 

2023 - 2024
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Enquiries 

572
Phone Consultations

21 information events were held both in
person and virtually with 129 households

attended information events.

63

Website Visits
Made up of 13,491 unique visits. 

18,611
Twitter Followers

489

10

Facebook likes

2,200
Instagram Followers

408

Marketing
Data 23-24
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These ads included clickable graphics appearing on various websites through retargeting, filtered
by geography to target areas up to an hour's drive from the Black Country.

 In late spring, a national campaign was launched by ‘You Can Adopt,’ focusing on children waiting
longer for adoption (older children, siblings, those with additional needs, and from ethnic
minorities). Adoption@Heart supported this with local PR, organic and paid social media posts,
and a Google Ads campaign. 

In March, a recruitment campaign for LGBTQ+ Adoption Week was launched, including a digital
radio placement targeting LGBTQ+ communities, resulting in increased activity that positively
impacted enquiries from April onwards. 

A digital ads campaign was launched and featured in the Express & Star, running until June. 

Marketing
Activity for
this period

In June, Adoption@Heart had stalls at regional Pride
2023 events (Wolverhampton, Walsall, Dudley,
Sandwell, and Birmingham), this also included
marketing collateral such as printed flyers, pull up
banners with visuals and messaging reflective of the
LGBTQ+ community. Our presence there, was
successful in generating brand awareness and it
created opportunity for further conversations.  
 
Throughout June and July, a summer recruitment
campaign took place, continued to implement the
ongoing Google AdWords campaign alongside a
strategic advertising approach. This included 80,000
playouts over 6 weeks in D6 bus shelters,
strategically located for a well-weighted campaign.
Additionally, a press release in June that highlighted
the need for more adopters, supported by organic
social media content. 

 
 
 

Bi-Monthly Internal Communications continued across four
LA’s/Trust (Wolverhampton, Dudley, Sandwell, and Walsall)
partnership, ensuring alignment and coordination. 
 
From October to November, Adoption@Heart launched a
campaign alongside National Adoption Week, aiming to
increase awareness and encourage contact with
Adoption@Heart. Artwork and messaging focused on the
brand and the strength of the three Local Authority and
Children’s Trust brands.

The campaign included billboard display advertisements in
Sandwell and Wolverhampton, a 'mega rear' bus back
advert, a featured advert in the Sandwell Herald, and a
digital 'page takeover' on the Express & Star website.
Google Ads continued, including a featured ad in the 'In
Your Area' app and coordinated social media posts. 
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“I am passionate about leveraging data to develop multimedia marketing campaigns, including SEO,
PPC, advertisements, and online/offline content, to maximise reach and hopefully conversions.
Picking up from the previous marketing activity, my objective is to continuously to adapt our
marketing strategies to align with the evolving adoption community, both nationally and regionally.” 

A new Marketing Executive was appointed – Yolanda Mapfurire, joined at the beginning of March
2024. “As the new Marketing Executive at Adoption@Heart, my aim is to continue to be engaged in
various marketing efforts to raise awareness of adoption, encourage prospective adopters, and
support our adoption community. 

Marketing
Activity for
this period

Future
Marketing
Plans 2024/25: 
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Quarterly newsletters

Pride 2024

The beginning of this quarter saw the re-launch of the Adoption@Heart quarterly newsletter,
and email marketing activity - the plan is to continue to develop the adopter newsletter, share
news stories, relevant information, and key updates with the adoption community. This year we
will re-establish a presence in the Local Authority and Trust partnership newsletters and to
ensure brand awareness and to inform colleagues across the four areas, what is taking place
across the service area.  

This late spring, Adoption@Heart will be
actively participating in regional Pride events,
as previously, (Wolverhampton, Sandwell, and
Walsall) to encourage those from the LGBTQ+
community who are considering adoption or
would like more information to come forward
and to also consider whether they could adopt
siblings and highlighting the inclusivity of
adoption. 

There will be press release to support the ‘You
Can Adopt’ campaign mainly focusing on the
LGBTQ+ community, there will also be an
Express & Star page takeover and retargeted
ads, which will run alongside our Facebook
Ads. In addition to that the Adoption@Heart
team will have stands at the regional events
across Wolverhampton, Sandwell, and Walsall.
The aim is to encourage conversations and
create brand awareness.

Website Launch: At the end of May there
will be a launch of the recently revamped
website to provide better 
support and resources for prospective
adopters and those affected by adoption.
With an improved navigation, user
experience, and additional content such as
videos and article. In addition to the website,
they will be a launch of an Adopters Area
SharePoint site, specifically for our
Adoption@Heart community. This platform
will provide a space for adopters to share
experiences, and access resources, fostering
a sense of community and support.

Adoption@Heart Podcast: This summer will
see the launch of the "Adoption at Heart"
podcast, which will serve as a platform, to
debunk myths, tackle frequently asked
questions and become a platform for real
adoption stories and community
engagement.  
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Launches

Campaigns

National Adoption Week – As previously Adoption@Heart will continue to support the "You
Can Adopt" national campaign, alongside it we will run a recruitment campaign, focusing on
finding homes for children who wait longer for adoption. During the month of this campaign,
marketing activity will include, regional PR, social media posts, Google Ads, billboard
advertisements, and collaborative initiatives with our regional partners.  
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#YouCanAdopt 

This year, they will be a separate marketing
strategy to coincide with the main strategy, one
that specifically focuses on recruitment of black
adopters. The strategy needs to focus on year-
round marketing activity and not just relate to
specific events such as Black History Month.
The plan is to work alongside faith and
community groups across the West Midlands to
promote the adoption message. Work with
local councillors from the four Local Authorities
to help reach into different communities that
may not necessarily come forward and
consider adoption. Also establish – bespoke
virtual events, etc. Speak/present at different
faith/community group events across the Black
Country.

Information events - Continue with virtual and in
person information events. Develop bespoke
information events for different messaging such as,
sibling groups, disability awareness and target
audiences such as BAME, LGBT+ etc.  
Outdoor advertising: Bus, train, metro, and
billboard display if appropriate.  
Print advertising: Local media advertising, within
the regions such as the Sandwell Herald etc.
Digital advertising: Online advertising via adoption
specific websites as well as Express & Star and Free
radio. Make use of advertising on our partnership
websites as well as digital display boards inside key
buildings. 
Google AdWords: Continue with our campaign,
managed by MNA Digital for the next six months.
Then bring the PPC work in house and look at
further opportunities to maximise our ads. 
Radio: Campaigns during peak times and to
promote Adoption@Heart services and where to
find more information (website/information events
etc.) AN
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Ongoing Marketing
Activity

Local Authority communication support

We will continue to build strong relationships with the Local Authorities and Trusts that form our
partnership to ensure they are on board with all marketing/communication activity (Wolverhampton,
Walsall, Sandwell, and Dudley). Meetings are held on monthly with representation from
Wolverhampton, Walsall, Sandwell, Dudley, and Adoption@Heart. The plan is to further develop these
meetings so it isn’t just about us delivering information, each of the communication teams need to take
an interest in Adoption@Heart and a joint approach needs to be established and, to share any
campaigns, events happening that we can get involved with.  

18



Adopter
Recruitment 

National Picture

Nationally, there has been an overall decline in the number of adopters being approved and a
decline in the number of adopters starting the adoption process. Whilst there are no nationally
defined reasons for the decline in adopter numbers, the RAA leaders’ group has begun to gather
intelligence on the impact of the current cost of living crisis. Prospective adopters are making
different decisions regarding family size and delay in pursuing adoption. There is a clear
North/South divide with adopter enquiry numbers holding steady in some Southern areas whereas
the Midlands and the North of the country are being adversely affected with overall decline in
enquiries and approvals. 

In addition to this, In November 2022, Adoption UK published survey results of over 300 adopter
households in different stages of the adoption process on the impact of the cost-of living crisis. They
found: 7% delayed beginning their adoption approvals process. 5% paused the process after it had
begun. 41% said they were considering adopting fewer children than previously.
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The survey also found adopters were concerned about the expense of setting up a home for a child,
buying essential equipment, being able to afford to take off their full adoption leave entitlement and
having enough finance to enable them as a family to enjoy family experiences, such as days out and
activities. These pressures were more acute for self-employed applicants, single applicants, and low-
income households. 

Adoption@Heart is focused on ensuring recruitment activity is robust and visible and is clear in its
messaging that finance is not a barrier to adoption. However, for those who were in stage 1 during
2022-23 and within assessment during 2023-24, it is clear finance was an issue for many families with
some deciding to withdraw from the process and others having to take a break to address their debt. In
addition to finance issues, during the year, we have seen a high number of complex assessments with
some adopters having to take a considerable amount of time to come to terms with their personal
histories including, loss and grief, poor mental health, and adverse childhood experiences. This has also
adversely impacted on the completion of adoption assessments within six months.

20

Recruitment Performance

The service has done an excellent job reversing a two-year declining trend in adopter recruitment. 

Through strategic initiatives and dedicated efforts, they have not only halted the downward trajectory but
also sparked a positive growth trend in attracting new adopters. There’s also every indication that this will
continue into the coming year, with ambitious recruitment targets set. These targets are supported by a
robust plan that includes enhanced recruitment strategies, improved support for potential adopters, and
innovative marketing campaigns designed to sustain the current momentum.

Adoption@Heart approved 65 adopter households in 2023/24. Compared to 2022/23, this evidences a
positive trajectory and an increase of 24 adopter households.



21.5% (14) were approved within the six
months statutory timescale. We note that this
is 16% lower than the previous year.
78.5% (51) were not approved with the six-
month statutory timescale. We note that this
is 15.5% higher than the previous year.
Throughout 2023/24 32 adopters had been
matched with a child and 31 had a child move
in. 
22% (7) of households were matched to a
child within three months of approval. 
40 Adopter households (49 individual
children) had Adoption Orders made.
At the end of March 2024, 54 adopters were
waiting to be matched. These include
adopters who are “linked” but not formally
matched at panel. We have a total of 62
households yet to be approved (28 in Stage
Two, 29 in Stage One and 5 on a process
break between Stage One and Stage Two).

 
Although the number of Stage one’s appear lower
than the previous year- it demonstrates that we
had a higher number of adopters from the
previous year, who have now completed Stage
one and progressed to Stage two- this would
decrease the number of adopters waiting in Stage
one for this year and, in turn, influenced a higher
number of approvals which we have seen during
2023/24.
This was predicted and reported on within the
annual report for 2022/23: “The high number of
adopters in stage one and stage two is positive
and should overall increase the number of
adopter approvals for 2023-24”.
Projecting forward, for the year 2024/25, we have
62 adopters not yet approved at the start of the
financial year. We anticipate that with these
adopters, combined with any new Stage one’s or
Fast-Tracked applications ( second time adopters
and foster carers applying to adopt),we could
match or exceed 80 approvals.

Stage Two

65 Households completed Stage two and were
approved as adopters throughout 2023/24. The
average number of days in stage two was 166. 
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The fewest number of days was 80 and the
longest *882 days. 
We consider the Stage 2 that took 882 days to
complete as a significant outlier. This was an
exceptional and complex assessment which
resulted in multiple stops and starts to the
assessment, a deferral, a break from the applicant
and further work completed with the applicant
before a subsequent approval.
Removing this outlier from our data, it would
reduce the timeline for Stage two to an average of
4.36 months (132.61 days). This would bring our
timescales for the majority of our stage 2
assessments in line with the statutory guidelines
for completing Stage two assessments, which is 4
months. Albeit our average timescale is slightly
higher with 0.36 months (10.95 days).

For a more detailed breakdown of all Stage two
completion timescales, please see below.
For the households completing Stage Two

40.0% (26) completed in less than four
months.
47.7% (31) between four and eight months
6.2% (4) between eight months and a year
4.6% (3) between twelve and eighteen months
1.5% (1) over eighteen months. (An anomaly at
29 months and referred to in section above).

 For the households completing Stage One
The average time for an adopter spent in
Stage one with a completion date throughout
2023/24 was 5.12 months. 
Adopters approved throughout 2023/24 spent
an average time of three months in Stage
One. 
Excluding those adopters being fast tracked,
the time taken from Stage one to approval
was 12 months. 45 Of the 65 approvals were
first time adopters. 
 17.8% (8) less than eight months
 46.7% (21) between eight and 12 months
 22% (10) between 12 and 18 months
 6.67% (3) between 18 and 24 months
 6.67% (3) between 24 and 30 months. 



At the end of March 2024 there were 28 families
in Stage Two. 

*One household (3.6%) has been in stage two
for over a year.
No households have been in stage two for
between 8 and 12 months.
10.7% (3 households) have been in stage two
between 4 and 8 months 
85.7% (24 households) have been in stage two
for under 4 months

In the above data, it is notable that a significant
outlier is one household that has been in Stage 2
for over 12 months. This relates to an exceptional
and complex assessment where a historical
criminal charge has come to light (not known by
the agency in Stage one). Consequently, the
relevant risk assessments had to be completed
and further work and training were accessed by
the applicants. 

Positively the majority of assessments are on
track to be completed within 4 months or as close
to 4 months as possible.

Stage One  

61 households completed stage one throughout
2023/24. The average number of days in stage
one was 198. The fewest number of days was 43
and the longest 654 days. 

For the households completing Stage one:

34.4% (21) completed in less than four months
39.3% (24) between four and eight months
16.4% (10) between eight months and a year
4.9% (3) between twelve and eighteen months
4.9% (3) over eighteen months. 

The average time for an adopter spent in Stage
one with a completion date throughout 2023/24
was just less than six months at 5.96 months.

At the end of March 2024 there were 29 families
in Stage One (no families on hold) (Part of the not
yet approved cohort 46.8%. Of these:

16 (55.2%) have been in Stage One for over
two months.
13 (44.8%) have been in Stage One for less
than two months.
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Five families are currently between Stage One and
Stage Two. It has been less than six months for all
families since completing Stage One. (Part of the
not yet approved cohort 8.1%).

We are not meeting the requirement to complete
Stage one within 2 months and recognise that this
is an area in Recruitment and Assessment
requiring our greatest improvement.

As part of addressing this concern and improving
our Stage one timescales, we have re-shaped the
service and now have a new role and a dedicated
social worker responsible for all adopters during
Pre- Stage one and Stage one of the adoption
process. Through tracking and supporting
adopters robustly during Stage 1, we aim to
improve the likelihood of adopters completing
Stage one in a timely manner, and or addressing
concerns; which would have contributed to delay
at the earliest opportunity.

Our dedicated Stage one worker is supported by
1.5 Business Support workers, who actively
support the Stage one Worker in completing all
checks and references and escalating any issues,
where delays are experienced.

 



Unfortunately, we continue to experience delays
with the following statutory checks in particular:

Overseas Checks – Due to the unique process
for each overseas country, we continue to
experience inconsistent timescales for
completion. This matter can only be
addressed by looking at matters case by case.
Disclosure and Barring Service – We are
reliant on  a three -part process when
adopters complete their DBS application ( Part
1- Adopter to complete their section online,
Part 2- the agency views records used as
evidence and Part 3- CWC internal HR
department oversees the agency submission
to the DBS). To mitigate for any process driven
delays,  the stage 1 worker now ensures that
evidence is seen at the point the applicants
submit their Registration of Interest form. Any
subsequent delays are escalated with the
relevant department in CWC responsible for
completing the DBS on behalf of
Adoption@Heart.
Adopter Medicals - We understand that GPs
are not commissioned to complete adult
health assessments, so they reserve the right
to refuse or charge any value. As with many
adoption agencies- we therefore experience
inconsistencies re the timeliness of the
completion of the Adopters’ Adult Health
Assessment, prior to it being submitted to the
relevant Medical Advisors. Our Stage one
worker now advises applicants to pre-book
their appointments with their GPs at the point
their Registration of Interest is submitted. This
may not always be possible but is our
preferred approach. Where matters cannot be
resolved with the GP by the applicants or the
agency, we have an escalation process in
place with the designated Child in Care Nurse
for CWC. We also have quarterly meetings
with Adoption@Heart Medical Advisors to
improve the process and discuss case specific
or general issues of delay.

Adopters Approved and Waiting 
As at the end of March 2024 there were 54
adopters approved and waiting (including two
households on hold).
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Of these:
8 (14.8%) have been approved and waiting
over one year. 
7 (13%) between nine and 12 months
5 (9.3%) between six and nine months
9 (16.6%) between three and six months
25 (46.3%) under 3 months

Adopter Approvals demographics

65 Adopter approvals were recorded
throughout 2023/24 relating to 119
individuals; 53 males and 66 females. 
The relationship status for the 119 are 49
married couples, one civil partnership, three
male/female relationships, one same sex
partnership and 11 single adopters.
All were aged between 29 and 66 years. 41.2%
(49) were aged between 30 and 39 years and
36.1% (43) between 40 and 49 years. 
84% (100) are heterosexual, eight lesbian, four
gay and one bisexual. The sexual orientation
of six approved adopters are unknown. 
The ethnicity of the adopter approvals is
70.6% (84) white British, 8.4% (10) Asian
Pakistani, 5.04% Asian Indian (6) and white
other (6), 3.4% (4) Black African, 2.52% (3)
black Caribbean, and 2.52% mixed other (3)
black other 1.7% (2) and one adopter with
other ethnicity. 
Three approved adopters have a disability.
The number of adopters in stage one and
stage two is positive and should overall
increase the number of adopter approvals for
2024-25. 

However, we do anticipate to still see the impact
of the cost-of-living crisis and adverse experiences
of adopters on the final number of approved and
available families. 

To provide strategic oversight on the progress of
adopter assessments, the Service Manager for
Adoption@Heart is undertaking monthly tracking.  
This enables any delays to be closely monitored
and issues such as delays in the completion of
statutory checks to be escalated.

 



Children We
Work With
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It’s important to avoid sampling comparing the data of the four partners with Adoption@ Heart. Each
of these local authorities and Trust has different characteristics in their population, and they are not
statistical neighbours. Consequently, the profile of their children in care will be different, and specific
to the needs of their own children.

There might also be historical trends or past policies within the local council that have influenced the
current situation. This can include past practices regarding family support services and thresholds for
intervention. 

Across the region, by Walsall, Wolverhampton, Sandwell and Dudley there is strong performance in
terms of children’s plans, exiting care via adoption and timeliness.

The Data
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The total number of children we are family finding for, including those not yet subject to Placement
Orders in the four LA’s and CT combined is 147, with the highest number in Walsall (46) and the lowest
in Dudley (24). Those children waiting to be placed- who are subject to a Placement Orders totals at
111. Walsall (44) again showing the highest figure, which includes an increase in sibling groups and
older children indicating potential delays or complexities in finding suitable placements in this area.

The total number of children awaiting adoption placements:

The above breakdown provides and overview of the number of children who had a decision
made that they should be placed for adoption (SHOPBA) and who are awaiting Placement
Orders in each of four Local Authorities and Children’s Trust.

Number of Children who had a SHOPBA during the period:



AN
N

U
AL

 R
EP

O
RT

 2
02

4
26

Essentially this is recording all Stage 1 and 2 notifications where there has been a change of plan
away from adoption. For many children this includes children with a dual or triple track plan.
Walsall’s notifications at Stage 1 include all children subject to parallel planning where adoption
may be considered, and Stage 2 notifications when a single-track plan of adoption has been
agreed. Over this period adoptions plans for 8 children have been rescinded. 

Number of Children who had a Change of Care Plan away from
Adoption during this period:

A total of 90 children have been placed, with Walsall showing a comparatively higher number of
placements (32) than others. This suggests a more efficient placement process in Walsall, contrary
to the waiting figures. Out of these placements, 37 children had been placed for over 6 months
without Adoption Orders being granted, highlighting a significant delay which could impact on
these children’s outcomes.

There have been 74 adoptions, with Walsall having the largest share (28 adoptions). This is a
positive indicator of finality and stability for children in this region. 

Number of Children placed for adoption and the number of
Adoption Orders granted during this period:
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The total number of in-house matches stands at 37, 37%, with external matches totaling 62,
63%. This is a significant change from the end data for the previous year. Not so much in terms
of the overall number of children placed, but regarding the increase in the number of children
placed with external agencies: See Table below – 

27
Number of Children placed for adoption with in house
Placements compared to Inter-agency Placements: 

In year 2022/2023 - Inter-agency usage was 34%, and 66% of children were placed in house. Thus,
there has been a reverse of the trend over the last couple of years – where the use of inter-agency
placements has risen significantly. 

Number of Children placed for adoption within House
Placements compared to Inter-agency Placements from 1 April
2022 to 31 March 2023
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Out of the 90 children placed in 2023/24, 20 children were placed in Early Permanence placements
via Reg 25A (FFA arrangements), with a rolling figure of 2 that currently remain in Care Proceedings,
thus showing an ongoing commitment to early permanence where possible. 

In Comparison to last year, the data appears relatively similar despite a slight drop in the overall
number of Children placed in EP arrangements.  There too, like the total number of children placed,
has been an increase in Inter agency usage for Early Permanence placements (see table below for
2022/23 data).

28
Children Placed Foster for Adopt 2023/2024

In year 2022/2023 - Inter-agency usage was 34%, thus 66% of children were placed in house. Thus,
there has been almost a reverse of the trend over the last couple of years – where the use of inter-
agency placements has risen significantly. 

Children Placed Foster for Adopt 2022/2023
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The number of children matched and moving to live with their adoptive families during 2023/24 was
99, although this figure has been adjusted to 90 to reflect the six children whose placements had
been disrupted. This figure is very similar to the number of children placed in 2022/23, being 91.
This is lower number of children placed, compared to 2021/22 which was 103.

The total number of in-house matches stands at 37, 37%, with external matches totalling 62, 63%. In
comparison to the previous year there has been a significant shift and increase in inter-agency
usage. At 31st March 2023 - 34% of children placed, were placed inter-agency. The spread of
children placed/matched across the four partners has continued in a similar manner to last year. 

It is positive that 20 children have been placed via Foster for Adoption (although this represents a
drop from the 24 children placed in the previous year) and similarly to the overall, number of
children placed an increase in inter-agency usage. Overall, the demand for Early Permanence
placements is increasing as practice is becoming become more embedded, despite this year’s drop
in numbers. Whilst this is positive, the lower number of adopter approvals has meant there were
fewer adopters available for placements in 2023/24 and more inter-agency placements were
necessary. Inter-agency usage ensured children’s adoption plans continued to be expedited with
families approved by other RAA’s and VAA’s.

Analysis – Children Placed 

Reduction of Interagency Usage:

To try and reduce the use of inter-agency placements, we have explored potential matches for
children waiting with families going through the assessment process. Whilst there are admittedly
concerns around the inter-agency usage, we were aware of this trajectory this time last year. It has at
least, ensured that we have continued to place children in a timely way with approved adopters. 

The agreement to inter-agency placement searches has been monitored and reviewed regularly by
the management team, during the year monthly meetings were chaired by the Head of Service. Part
of this was to ensure that should there be a need to expedite an external search sooner, the Head of
Service could agree. Its other key function was to also ensure that internal resources have been
thoroughly explored, and sometimes re-visited before going external is agreed.  

We have now set up an Interagency Agreement Panel and process, whereby Family Finders present a
case for external permission. The Panel sits on the second Monday each month. This revised process
aims to balance the managed reduction of Inter-agency placements, with a more efficient,
transparent, and child-focused decision-making framework.

29



Changes in Practice within The Family
Finding Team

The Family Finding Team consists of a Team Manager, a Senior Social Worker and nine Family Finding
Social Workers. In addition, there are five Family Support Workers to provide support across the
team. More recently, we have introduced a new Operational Model. Some of the changes in practice
now means that all children with a plan that includes adoption will have an allocated family finding
social worker (effectively this means tracking from the point of the initial Stage 1 notification to the
granting of the adoption order). 

The team manager is responsible for having an overview of all the children open to Adoption@Heart.
This should be done via monthly tracking meetings with each partner. The senior practitioner, will
case hold, get involved when things are complex, and lead on practice standards and development.
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What’s Next

Investigate and address the reasons behind prolonged waiting times, especially for children
waiting over 6 months. 
Share best practices from Walsall’s adoption and matching processes with other LA’s. 
Focus on increasing FFA placements to ensure children find stability sooner.

 



Adoption
Support

The Team

The team continues to provide all aspects of pre and post order adoption support on behalf of
each of the three local authorities and Children’s Trust, and supports families pre and post
order. The team commissions therapeutic services via applications to the Adoption and
Special Guardianship Support Fund, Keep in Touch arrangements, Access to Records and
Birth Parent Support. The team has the following structure: 

1 Team Manager, 1 Senior Social Worker, 1 Senior Therapist 
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Adoption Support: 
5 Full-Time Adoption Support Social Workers 
1 Part-Time Adoption Support Social Worker 
 
Adult Adoptee/Birth Parent Support: 
1 Part-Time Access to Records/Birth Parent Support Social Worker 
1 Part-Time Access to Records/Birth Parent Family Support Worker 
 
Keep in Touch Team: 
3 Full-Time Family Support Workers (Keep in Touch Team) – one team member is on
extended maternity leave, so her role is being back-filled by the Access to Records/Birth
Parent Family Support Worker.  
 

31



It is recognised that early life adversity impacts children developmentally, emotionally,
cognitively and socially and requires therapeutic support for children to thrive. Adoption@Heart
operates a graduated approach, offering universal access to an adoption training programme
and support groups delivered by staff; enhanced support includes an assessment of need and
parenting support, individually or in groups, and targeted support includes commissioning of
specialist therapeutic intervention. We utilise the service of a Senior Adoption Support Therapist
employed by Adoption@Heart, as well as commissioning private and independent therapeutic
services.  
 
The starting point for accessing the Adoption Support Service is an Assessment of Need. The
team worked with the following numbers of children in the twelve-month period. This is a
significant overall increase (119 additional children) in the number of assessments of need, this
is becoming a growing demand and continues to evidence the lifelong nature and complexity of
adoption. There is an increasing waiting list for allocation for support due to significant capacity
issues within the team.  
 

Dudley   125 

Sandwell   68 

Walsall   79 

Wolverhampton   94 

Total   366 

Adoption
Support
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The Adoption and Special Guardianship Support Fund was established in 2015 by the
Government to help adoptive families access support and settle into their new lives
following adoption. The Government committed ongoing funding for the 2023-24 financial
year in advance of the spending review settlement. There has been a significant increase in
the number of ASGSF applications (compared to 234 in 22-23) which again evidences the
need for on-going support within the adoption arena.  
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Sandwell   60 

Walsall   79 

Dudley   122 

Wolverhampton  78 

Total   339 

Dudley   16 

Sandwell   10 

Walsall   8 

Wolverhampton   14 

Unknown LA:  5 

Total   53 

Dudley   2 

Sandwell   6 

Walsall   9 

Wolverhampton   7 

Total   24 

ASGSF Applications
completed in the year  

Access to Records 

The provision of birth records counselling
and access to information is of vital
importance in enabling adopted adults to
understand the circumstances of their
adoption and enhance their sense of identity.
Unfortunately, there has been a decrease in
the number of requests that we have been
able to support in the twelve-month period
due to ongoing capacity challenges. The
figures for referrals allocated to be
supported are below (“Unknown LA” relates
to referrals where we are required to check
whether any information is held, but the
Appropriate Adoption Agency is not named
on the referral):  

Birth Parent Support  
 
The team also provides support to birth parents
affected by adoption and the following numbers
were supported by the service in the twelve-month
period; the number of requests that could be
supported remains low due to capacity challenges: 
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Keep in Touch 
 
Adoption@Heart is responsible for Keep in
Touch arrangements on behalf of City of
Wolverhampton Council, Walsall Council,
Dudley Council and Sandwell Children’s Trust.
There are three full-time Family Support
Workers who are responsible for administering
the service. They offer support to adoptive
parents and birth relatives. There is a
consistently high workload within the team
which has impacted on some aspects of
service delivery and a full breakdown of Keep
in Touch exchanges by Local
Authority/Children’s Trust is therefore not
available.  
 
The total number of communications facilitated
by the team from January – December 2023
was 10,744; this includes duty calls, letter
exchanges, supported letter writing and
supported Family Time sessions.  
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Adoption
Panels

During the year 2023-2024 all adoption panels were conducted virtually, and consideration has
been given to panels using a hybrid approach. At this time, it was felt that due to the panel  
processes i.e., applicants and social workers joining at different times for items, this option was
not suitable, however ongoing discussions are taking place about the possibility of having some
face-to-face panels for some items in the near future. 

Feedback continues to show similar views that applicants feel more relaxed joining panels
online via Microsoft Teams from their home. Social workers report that working in this way
allows them to work effectively and efficiently whilst managing their workloads. Medical
Advisors who attend as Panel Members have reported similar views about being able to
complete their work at the hospital around panel commitments. 

The Panel continues to function with the support of the Panel Team including the Panel
Advisors, Panel Co-Ordinator, and Panel Administrators. On the central list there are currently in
total 43 Panel Members. It is made up of 16 Independent Panel Members and 17 Social Work
Panel Member representatives. There are four Independent Panel Chairs, six Medical Advisors
for the three Local Authorities and the Children’s Trust.  
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  2019  2020  2021  2022  2023 

Panel Members    37        47   43 

Gender           

 

7 Male       6 Male    5 Male  

1 Medical
Advisor 6
Independent  

   

1 Chair  1 Medical
Advisor 2
Independent 2 Social
Workers 

1 Chair  1 Medical
Advisor 2 Independent 1
Social Workers 

Ethnicity           

 

8 Asian        11 Asian   11 Asian  

5 Medical
Advisors  1
Independent 2
Social
workers 

   
5 Medical Advisors 1
Independent  5 Social
Workers   

5 Medical Advisors 1
Independent  5 Social
Workers  

 

1 Black        6 Black    4 Black  

1 Social
Worker  

   
1 Independent  5
Social Workers   

1 Independent  3 Social
Workers   

 

2 Dual
Heritage    

    3 Dual Heritage     3 Dual Heritage  

1 Medical
Advisor 1
Social Worker  

   
1 Medical Advisor 2
Social Workers    

1 Medical Advisor  1
Independent  1 Social
Worker 

Disability           1 Independent  

The central list offers a good representation of members who have either been adopted or have
adopted and this is seen as very positive in terms of the different perspectives they bring. There
has been a change in the membership and activity to recruit new members with the aim of
increasing the diversity and representation at panel in terms of gender, race, disability and lived
experiences. However, it is acknowledged that more needs to be done to recruit males, same
sex couples and single adopters. All of these attempts will be to increase panel capacity for
panel diversity and is an ongoing activity.  

Figures provided for an Ofsted Inspection in December 2022 showing the diversity of panel
from the start of the RAA 1st April 2019 to December 2023. (Data was not available for
2020/2021 but has been collected and monitored annually from 2023) 

The figures from 2022/2023 are from 1 April 2022 – 31 March 2023  
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Diversity of Members
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Panel Training 

In the period 2023-2024 Panel Members have
had the opportunity to attend the following
training events: 

Adoption@Heart Panel Development Day
which took place on 25/10/2023.This is an
annual event which looked at the following
areas, A@H Performance, Panel Team
updates, Post Panel Feedback from Social
Workers and Adopters, Learning from
Disruptions, Marketing, Recruitment &
Assessment challenges, and A@H Ongoing
training including Trans racial placements.
There were 49 people who attended this
training and there is a lot of sharing of
information, updates and interesting
discussions on the day. Feedback from
attendees was that training and topics were
relevant to the Panel Member role. The case
studies were very useful and provided
members with a good understanding.  

Thematic training is regularly offered to Panel
Members to develop their effectiveness on
panel following themes and topic areas
identified in their annual appraisals. Take up
of this can be variable depending on previous
knowledge and experience. Training is
scheduled for 2024-2025 to include Keeping In
Touch (KIT) and an Adult Adoptee experience
and perspective.  

The Panel Advisors, Independent Chairs,
Medical Advisors, and the ADMs also have the
opportunity to attend forums set up for
specific roles at Panels during the year and
some are held jointly for Panel Advisors and
Independent Chairs. These are organised and
facilitated by Coram BAAF. This ensures that
Panel Members are kept up to date with the
latest research and developments. 

AN
N

U
AL

 R
EP

O
RT

 2
02

4

Panel met on 49 occasions during 2023-2024.
There is also flexibility within the panel system
allowing for extra and additional panels to be
arranged in order to hear the additional cases
and emergency matters to be heard, as and
when directed by the courts. This means that
children do not wait, and matters are dealt with
in a timely manner. In March 2023, an extra
panel was scheduled to hear approvals which
had been completed and waiting to be
presented to panel. This was to ensure families
were approved and ready to be considered for
children needing adoptive families.  

The Adoption@Heart Head of Service
undertakes all approval decisions as ADM. The
SHOBPA decisions remain in the three Local
Authorities and the Trust, except in the case of
Consensual Adoptions previously known as
relinquishment for adoption which remain with
Adoption@Heart. Agency Decision Makers are
very flexible regarding early decisions in relation
to both approvals and matches, in order to
enable transitions that work best for the
child/ren. 

There are quarterly meetings for the
Independent Panel Chairs to meet with each
other, Panel Advisors, Panel Coordinator,
Service Manager and Head of Service. There are
also bi-annual Panel Chair and ADM meetings.
This supports the communication between the
partner agencies and strengthens the working
relationships between the local authorities and
the Children’s Trust.    

Consensual Adoptions 
There were 4 Consensual Adoptions heard at
panel during the period, two Sandwell children,
one Wolverhampton and one Walsall child.  

Approvals  
 
Adoption@Heart is welcoming of adopters from
all cultural and ethnic backgrounds, those in
same sex relationships, single applicants, those
with disabilities and where English is not the
first language.  

66 Approvals were considered at Panel. 65
adopters were approved in this reporting
period. There was one approval which was
deferred at panel, it is hoped the item will be
approved in 2024/2025.  

  

Panel Business
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Thank you for a really positive experience -
felt super welcomed and felt like I was

really listened too!!! 

10

We had a positive experience of the panel
we were treated fairly and made to feel

valued. 

A good experience - we felt that the panel
gave us fair and ample opportunity to talk

about our skills and merits.   

Feedback from
Adopters About Their
Experience at Panel  

The chair was personable which made us
feel at ease. They were all very

encouraging and positive and put across
advice well and all was relevant.  
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Independent
Review Mechanism
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Referrals to the Independent Review
Mechanism (IRM): 

 
There has been no referral to the IRM in
the period.  

A disruption is the premature ending of a
placement of a child that has been placed for
adoption. A placement can disrupt by being
requested by the adoptive parents, by the placing
authority or the child.  
 
Disruptions do not happen overnight. There is
usually a process leading to a disruption and all
parties involved, the prospective adopters, child's
Social Worker and adoption support Social Worker
will have been working together so all reasonable
attempts will have been made to support the
situation.  

There is often a fine line between a desperate cry for help and a plea for closure. Families under
pressure will ask for more of everything in an attempt to make it come out right. The adopters can
become more despondent, the children more disturbed and the Social Workers more anxious.  
 
There were six adoption disruptions during the period April 2023- March 2024. Four disruptions relate
to single children with the youngest being three years old and the eldest eight years old. One of the
factors in each adoption was the relationship between an adopted child and a birth child already in the
family. Adoption@Heart practice has been reviewed to ensure that there is improved consideration of
the lived experience of other children in an adoptive household. The voice of the child/ren in the
household is sought at regular points in the assessment and placement as it is not only the
prospective adopters who adopt a child – it is the whole family.  
 
Accordingly, Adoption@Heart is providing additional training to applicants wishing to adopt who have
a birth or adopted child placed, so they are better prepared in meeting the needs of all of the children.  
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Disruptions



In addition, there was a further disruption
which involved a sibling group of two who
were removed following a safeguarding
allegation. The local authority made a decision
in March 2023 to end the adoptive placement
and a disruption meeting is scheduled for June
2024.   
 
The learning from the disruptions is cascaded
to the service and shared in the panel
development day and changes, where
necessary have been implemented. For
example.  
 

Adoption Panels to consider the
appropriateness of providing prospective
adopters with exact questions prior to
their attendance to Adoption panel. This
has been implemented.  
Reflect on how families with a birth child
may need additional support. Training has
been developed to address this and
Adoption Support is explored prior to
panel.  
 There was much acceptance placed upon
narrative provided by the adopters of their
ability to parent and the articulation of
their knowledge base which had not really
tested. This is explored within the
assessment and triangulated in referee
visits.   

 
The disruption report to be shared with
the IRO service who did not attend or
contribute to the meeting. IRO’s are invited
to contribute either in person or by
providing a report and disruption reports
are shared with IRO’s.   

There have been no disruptions in Dudley in
this reporting period.  

During the reporting period, there have been
six disruptions, which included Walsall Council,
the City of Wolverhampton Council, and
Sandwell Children's Trust. 

To ensure we carry forward lessons learned
from each disruption, time is allocated during
both panel and staff development days to
disseminate these lessons and implement
changes in practice.
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4 There were eight formal complaints about the
service during the twelve-month period
01.04.23 – 31.03.24. 

Complaint about an adoption decision (NB)
which related to Adoption Focus adopters
who were due to be matched with Sandwell
children. 
Complaint about an A@H Social Worker
about misplaced documents, time keeping
and poor communication (IB). 
Complaint about an adoption decision (TR).
Complaint about the adoption process and
support (CJ) – Sandwell complaint. 
Complaint about letter box contact (ER). 
Complaint about the A@H process, lack of
information and post adoption support (JM).
Complaint about an A@H SSW, lack of
communication when requesting therapy for
adopted son (LS). 
Complaint about letter box contact (KA-W). 

 
Learning from complaints is a key feature of the
service, management and team meetings are
used to explore learning and the business plan
and team plans are used to implement learning
from complaints.  
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Inspections 

Ofsted carried out a series of adoption thematic inspections between October and December
2023. 6 RAA's across variety of geography/models/ sizes were chosen, the focus was the
effectiveness of the RAA’s recruitment, assessment, family-finding & matching practice. 
 
Although Adoption@Heart was not one of the RAA’s inspected, the head of service has
benchmarked the findings from the series of inspections and the final report against
Adoption@Heart to identify the parallels. This summary outlines the strengths, areas for
development, and focus points. 

Inspections of adoption services in local authorities, voluntary adoption agencies and adoption
support agencies have consistently identified adoption practice as a strength. The move to
regionalisation, therefore, built on a sound, established base. The evidence from this thematic
inspection indicates that, overall, day-to-day practice remains generally strong. However,
despite this good practice, some of the challenges that led to regionalisation remain unresolved.
Recruitment, assessment, family-finding, and matching remained consistently strong. Agencies
supported prospective adopters well through a thorough assessment process, which included
good preparation training. However, despite the regional approach, there remained a shortage
of adopters, particularly for those children who were more likely to wait longer than their peers
to be linked with adopters. 
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Ofsted Inspection Summary
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Inspections

Leadership of the RAAs was stable, which
meant that leaders had a good understanding
of their agencies’ strengths and weaknesses.
Partner local authorities relied heavily on self-
reporting by RAAs to evaluate the quality and
effectiveness of the services provided on their
behalf. A lack of partner audit or independent
scrutiny meant that some were unaware of
significant shortfalls in the experiences of
adopters, children, adopted adults or birth
parents. In addition, the collective views of
those with lived experience of adoption,
particularly children, had limited influence on
service planning and development. 

Recruitment, assessment, family-finding,
and matching, when carried out by
the RAA, were consistently strong. This was
in line with our wider inspection findings
on adoption services. Prospective adopters
felt welcomed and supported through a
detailed assessment process, with effective
preparation training to prepare for
adoption. 
In some RAAs, regionalisation has
contributed to an increase in local matches
for some children and adopters. However,
this was not always the case. Some local
authorities continued to experience an
increase in the number of children placed
through other adoption services. 
There were not always enough staff to
assess prospective adopters. This resulted
in delays in assessment. 
The profile of children who are more likely
to wait longer than their peers to be linked
with an adoptive family remained
unchanged. This included siblings and
children with more complex needs. 
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The availability of adoption support varied
significantly across the RAAs visited. For
some local authorities, regionalisation had
increased and strengthened the services
available. However, the need for adoption
support often exceeded the available
resources. This meant that some families
waited a long time to receive the support
that they needed. It left some families in an
extended state of crisis, at times risking
family breakdown. 
Where families received the right adoption
support for their family, they were positive
about its impact. 
As RAA arrangements are still relatively new,
the lack of history with adopters has
limited RAAs’ ability to predict future need
and resources. 
RAA leaders have been creative in
developing services that make best use of
resources with the widest reach. 
Limitations in the way the ASGSF was applied
sometimes prevented a holistic
consideration of children’s needs in complex
situations. Funding is time-limited, which
increased adopters’ anxiety and was a
barrier to setting up long-term approaches
to supporting families. 

The provision of the right adoption support at
the right time was often powerful, helping
families to remain living together. 

However, this was not the experience of all
families. Five RAAs reported challenges in
providing adoption support services directly.
Some had made more progress in addressing
these than others. The issue of not having
enough staff was also apparent in adoption
support. 

Some people seeking adoption support
experienced extensive delays in obtaining an
assessment of need, or any form of support.
These families were often in crisis at the time
they reached out, and the impact was highly
detrimental. This was primarily a capacity issue
within the RAAs. However, it was compounded
for adopters by the complexities of changing
geographical area and not understanding how
to access support, or of being misinformed
about their entitlements or the services
available to them. 
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In one RAA, the lack of contact between RAA staff
and families waiting for assessment or support
meant that staff did not always have an up-to-
date understanding of risk in families. In one RAA,
an expectation that adopters must
update RAA staff about their situation was
unrealistic and failed to recognise families’ lived
experiences. Inspectors heard from five families
where children had either become the subject of
child in need plans or had become looked after
while the family tried to access or were accessing
adoption support. In two cases, children were
wrongly denied access to adoption support,
as RAA staff believed that their involvement with
other specialist teams made them ineligible.
Another adopter spoke of ‘tick-box’ procedures.
They experienced a rigid approach to form-filling
rather than an empathic response when they
asked for support. For families already in a
heightened emotional state, this was traumatic. 

No partner Local Authority or Children’s Trust
received an ILAC inspection, other any other type
of inspection impacting on adoption during this
period. AN
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Governance
Arrangements
Adoption@Heart has been well supported and challenged by its management board during this period.
The consistency and continuity of board members mean that there is a well-rounded understanding of
the strengths and weaknesses. 

Karen Graham at Dudley Council, Steven Gauntley at Sandwell Children's Trust, Lisa Preston at City of
Wolverhampton Council and Rita Homer at Walsall Council have all represented their respective
LA/Trust throughout the year, with attendance being at 100%. Slight amendments were made to the
governance arrangements to remove duplicates. The board now meets quarterly, with two additional
meetings that include the DCS group. All meetings for next year have been scheduled and agendas set. 



Service
Development
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Whilst there has been significant focus on Ofsted activity, the management team have also focused on
the re-write of key policies and procedures and the formulation of an overarching business plan which
identifies key service development priorities.  

For the coming year, 2024-25, the business plan identifies the following as areas for ongoing
development: 
 

Embed early permanence from both a child and adopter perspective. 
Focus recruitment activity on recruiting adopters for children who wait the longest.  
Improve on timeliness of adoption assessments and matching. 
Improve on adopter and child voice.  
There is a need to embed a quality assurance framework within the service, which includes the
need for regular themed audit activity across all aspects of the service and the collation of service
user experience across all parts of the adoption journey. 
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The final position is breakeven for A@H in 2023-
2024, however this includes:  

Reductions in partner contributions of
£233,522 as per the year-end outturn report
relating to underspends in 2022-2023. 
Utilising the £150,000 reserves originally
approved during Budget setting for 2023-
2024. 
Utilising all of the £357,000 reserves agreed
in 2023-2024, funded from prior year
underspends, to offset additional in year
pressures.  
Of the £250,000 reserves remaining,
£87,897 has been transferred to reserves
leaving a balance of £337,897.  

 
Reserve movement from Q3 reported is
£260,000 reduction relating to lower
expenditure projected and expenditure
previously forecast against the inter-agency
budget. 

Budget 
2023-2024 
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990

233

357

150

-87

Total Reserve at start of 2023-2024. 

Reduction to contributions of partners as
advised. 

Agreed at Q1 to cover in year increases costs 

Committed as part of original 23-24 budget. 

Transfer to Reserves 

Use of Reserves 2023-2024  | £000

338

Reserves remaining 
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   Budget 2023-24  Final 2023-24  Variance 

Staffing  3,468,127  3,083,431  -384,696 

Agency  0  224,521  224,521 

CRB Checks  13,607  0  -13,607 

Training  10,404  19,273  8,869 

Public Transport  10,200  3,732  -6,468 

Car Allowances  30,600  12,389  -18,211 

Furniture  5,100  0  -5,100 

Professional Fees  51,000  29,306  -21,694 

Postage  10,200  4,279  -5,921 

Subsistence, Stationery &
General running costs 

10,200  24,537  14,337 

Conference expenses  5,100  55  -5,045 

Licences & Subscriptions  82,620  92,418  9798 

Accommodation Costs  13,260  14,245  985 

Marketing  40,700  24,710  -15990 

Computing – Equipment &
Maintenance Agreement 

18,360  18,000  -360 

Inter-Agency placement
expenditure 

1,302,472  1,686,941  384,469 

Service Level Agreements  277,193  259,408  -17785 

Total Expenditure  5,349,143  5,497,245  148,102 

Adoption Support Fund   -75,000  0  75,000 

Inter-agency Placement
Income 

-100,000  -54,000  46,000 

Use of Reserves  -150,000  -652,624  -502,624 

Total before contributions  5,024,143  4,790,621  -233,522 

Partner Contributions  -5,024,143  -4,790,621  233,522 

Total  0  0  0 
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The table below shows a detailed budget and the main reasons for the budget variances are
detailed below the table. 
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There is a projected forecast overspend of £384,469 against the budget for inter-agency placements.  
 
The budget was based on 35% of 120 places. Q3 forecast was based on 62 placements. Final out turn
was 62 inter-agency placed. 37 were placed internally giving a 63% inter-agency placements.
 
Improved authorisation, tracking and information sharing systems between finance and the service
has been implemented by the HoS, to ensure accurate external placement projections going forward.  

To date there have been two inter agency placements ‘sold’ to other organisations for £54,000
income in 2023-2024. 

The inter-agency variation is partially offset by a forecast under spend of £85,000 against Staffing and
Agency expenditure due to in year staffing vacancies, and an under spend of £76,000 against other
non-staffing budgets.  
 
There is currently no income forecast for adoption support fund, linked to the still vacant post of
Clinical psychologist. Further work will be undertaken over the coming months to ensure this income
stream is being maximised.  
 

Partner Authority 
23-24 Agreed
contribution.  

Reduction to
contributions from
underspends in 22-23 

Potential revised
contribution 

Dudley MBC             1,173,517              55,784         1,117,732  

Sandwell MBC             1,392,800              63,712         1,329,088  

Walsall MBC             1,210,582              55,998         1,154,584  

City of
Wolverhampton
Council 

           1,247,244              58,028         1,189,216  

Total to be funded
23/24 

           5,024,143            233,522         4,790,621  

Inter-Agency
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Partner Contributions 2023-2024 
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At the end of March 2024 there were 519 children in care at a rate of 83.8 per 10,000 children. 

Children with an ADM Best Interest Date (BID) decision
Throughout 2023/24 34 children received an ADM BID decision. 
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Child Level Information for 
City of Wolverhampton Council

 APPENDIX**

At the end of March 2024 there were 35 children with an ADM BID waiting. 

Children made subject to Placement Orders
Throughout 2023/24 there have been 22 placement orders: 

At the end of March there were 21 children with a Placement order waiting to be placed. Of these 15
had been waiting a minimum of 90 days since their placement order. 
Of the children waiting:
• 18 (85.7%) are aged under 5 years.
• 12 (57.1%) are male
• 3 (14.3%) are an ethnic minority group. 
• 4 (19.0%) are disabled
• 5 (23.8%) are part of a sibling group
• 13 (61.9%) are harder to place. 
The 21 children have been waiting an average of 543 days since becoming looked after. 

Children Matched and Placed

25 children have been both matched and placed throughout 2023/24.
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12 children were placed with in house adopters. 

13 children were placed interagency: six with other LA/RAA adopters and seven with voluntary
adoption agencies. 

A further five children were placed in an FFA or CP placement during 2023/24.
Adoption Orders

15 adoption orders were granted during 2023/24:

  *All data is provisional and subject to official sign off by Wolverhampton’s children’s services

Ten fewer than the previous year, which was 19 fewer than in 2021/22. 

Of the children adopted throughout 2023/24:

• 12 (80%) were aged under five years old. 
• 10 (66.7%) were male.
• 4 (26.7%) were an ethnic minority group.
• 1 (6.67%) was disabled.
• 7 (46.67%) were part of a sibling group. 
• 11 (73.3%) were harder to place. 

Eight children have had a change of plan throughout 2023/24 where adoption is no longer the viable
decision.

Adoption Timeliness 

Wolverhampton’s timeliness for 2023/24 indicators are as follows:

A2: Average time from placement to matching decision 182 days (2022/23 figure 219 days).
A10: Time from entry to care to placement for adoption 504 days (2022/23 figure 550 days). 
At the end of 2022/23 the National figure (based on all Local Authorities in England) for A2 was 197
days and A10 was 480 days. The regional figure for A2 was 196 days and A10 510 days. 



Child Level Information for Dudley Council:

At the end of March 2024 there were 571 children in care at a rate of 83.2 per 10,000 children. 
Children with an ADM Best Interest Date (BID) decision.
Throughout 2023/24 34 children received an ADM BID decision. 
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Dudley Council
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At the end of March 2024 there were 39 children with an ADM BID waiting. 
Children made subject to Placement Orders

Throughout 2023/24 there have been 25 placement orders: 

At the end of March there were 26 children with a Placement order waiting to be placed. Of these 20
had been waiting a minimum of 90 days since their placement order. 

Of the children waiting:
• 26 (100%) are aged under 5 years.
• 14 (53.8%) are male
• 5 (19.2%) are an ethnic minority group. 
• None are disabled.
• 14 (53.8%) are part of a sibling group
• 17 (65.4%) are harder to place. 

The 26 children have been waiting an average of 579 days since becoming looked after. 

Children Matched and Placed
19 children have been both matched and placed throughout 2023/24.
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Children Matched and Placed

19 children have been both matched and placed throughout 2023/24.

11 children were placed with in house adopters. 
Eight children were placed interagency: two with other LA/RAA adopters and six with voluntary
adoption agencies. 
A further three children were placed in an FFA or CP placement during 2023/24.
Adoption Orders
14 adoption orders were granted during 2023/24.

Three fewer than the previous year, and nine fewer than in 2021/22. 

Of the children adopted throughout 2023/24:
·11 (78.6%) were aged under five years old. 
·7 (50%) were male.
·3(21.4%) were an ethnic minority group.
·None were disabled.
·4 (28.6%) were part of a sibling group. 
·7 (50%) were harder to place. 

Three children have had a change of plan throughout 2023/24 where adoption is no longer the viable
decision.

Adoption Timeliness     
  
Dudley’s timeliness for 2023/24 indicators are as follows:

A2: Average time from placement to matching decision 178 days (2022/23 figure 269 days).
A10: Time from entry to care to placement for adoption 553 days (2022/23 figure 518 days). 
At the end of 2022/23 the National figure (based on all Local Authorities in England) for A2 was 197
days and A10 was 480 days. The regional figure for A2 was 196 days and A10 510 days. 



Child Level Information for Sandwell Council:

At the end of March 2024 there were 808 children in care at a rate of 94.1 per 10,000 children. 
Children with an ADM Best Interest Date (BID) decision
Throughout 2023/24 28 children received an ADM BID decision. 
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Child Level Information for 
Sandwell Council

 APPENDIX**

At the end of March 2024 there were 48 children with an ADM BID waiting.
 
Children made subject to Placement Orders
Throughout 2023/24 there have been 24 placement orders: 

At the end of March there were 31 children with a Placement order waiting to be placed. Of these 27
had been waiting a minimum of 90 days since their placement order. 

Of the children waiting:
• 19 (61.3%) are aged under 5 years.
• 22 (71.0%) are male
• 16 (51.6%) are an ethnic minority group. 
• 2 (6.5%) are disabled
• 16 (51.6%) are part of a sibling group
• 23 (74.2%) are harder to place. 

The 31 children have been waiting an average of 996 days since becoming looked after. 
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Children Matched and Placed

22 children have been matched and 20 children placed throughout 2023/24.

At the end of March there were 31 children with a Placement order waiting to be placed. Of these 27
had been waiting a minimum of 90 days since their placement order. 

Of the children waiting:
• 19 (61.3%) are aged under 5 years.
• 22 (71.0%) are male
• 16 (51.6%) are an ethnic minority group. 
• 2 (6.5%) are disabled
• 16 (51.6%) are part of a sibling group
• 23 (74.2%) are harder to place. 

The 31 children have been waiting an average of 996 days since becoming looked after. 

16 fewer than the previous two years.  

Of the children adopted throughout 2023/24:

·16 (88.9%) were aged under five years old. 
·7 (38.9%) were male.
·5 (27.8%) were an ethnic minority group.
·1 (5.6%) was disabled.
·5 (27.8%) were part of a sibling group. 
·11 (61.1%) were harder to place. 

14 children have had a change of plan throughout 2023/24 where adoption is no longer the viable
decision.

Adoption Timeliness       

Sandwell’s timeliness for 2023/24 indicators are as follows:
A2: Average time from placement to matching decision 468 days (2022/23 figure 195 days).
A10: Time from entry to care to placement for adoption 519 days (2022/23 figure 465 days). 
At the end of 2022/23 the National figure (based on all Local Authorities in England) for A2 was 197
days and A10 was 480 days. The regional figure for A2 was 196 days and A10 510 days. 



Child  Level Information for Walsall Council:

At the end of March 2024 there were 664 children in care at a rate of 97.3 per 10,000 children. 
Children with an ADM Best Interest Date (BID) decision
Throughout 2023/24 55 children received an ADM BID decision. 
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Child Level Information for 
Walsall Council

 APPENDIX**

At the end of March 2024 there were 57 children with an ADM BID waiting. 
Children made subject to Placement Orders

Throughout 2023/24 there have been 48 placement orders: 

At the end of March there were 48 children with a Placement order waiting to be placed. Of these 37
had been waiting a minimum of 90 days since their placement order. 

Of the children waiting:
• 34 (70.8%) are aged under 5 years.
• 22 (45.8%) are male
• 9 (18.8%) are an ethnic minority group. 
• None are disabled.
• 34 (70.8%) are part of a sibling group
• 35 (72.9%) are harder to place. 
The 48 children have been waiting an average of 728 days since becoming looked after. 
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Children Matched and Placed

27 children have been matched and 23 children placed throughout 2023/24.

All children were placed with in house adopters. 
A further nine children were placed in an FFA or CP placement during 2023/24. 

Adoption Orders
28 adoption orders were granted during 2023/24.

28 is comparable to the previous two years. 

Of the children adopted throughout 2023/24:
• 21 (75%) were aged under five years old. 
• 10 (35.7%) were male.
• 3 (10.7%) were an ethnic minority group.
• None were disabled. 
• 15 (53.6%) were part of a sibling group. 
• 19 (39.6%) were harder to place. 

Eight children have had a change of plan throughout 2023/24 where adoption is no longer the viable
decision.

Adoption Timeliness 

Walsall’s timeliness for 2023/24 indicators are as follows:

A2: Average time from placement to matching decision 145 days (2022/23 figure 124 days).
A10: Time from entry to care to placement for adoption 397 days (2022/23 figure 445 days). 
At the end of 2022/23 the National figure (based on all Local Authorities in England) for A2 was 197
days and A10 was 480 days. The regional figure for A2 was 196 days and A10 510 days. 



Contact
Details
Phone: 07976 883 002

Email: simon.green@adoptionatheart.org.uk

Website: www.adoptionatheart.org.uk

Head of Service Simon Green



“Just wanted to drop a message to say a
huge thank you to yourself and your team
for the support and welcome on Saturday
you all offered. Was great chatting with you
all, and you’re all a credit to the company
for making a hard experience; relaxing,

welcoming and being there. So once again
thank you all.” 

Adopter, May 2024 


