
Viewed as ‘speed dating for adopters’ by critics, Adoption Activity Days are increasingly used as a way to
find homes for children in care. Jane Elston attended an ‘adoption party’ and describes what she saw.
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A match made in       
heaven?

he storyteller is in his tent. The
face-painting table is organised.
The crafts room is all set up and
games and toys, both indoor
and out, are ready to be played

with. We are just waiting for the children. 
It looks like any other children’s party that

happens every weekend all over the country, but
this is a very special event – it is an adoption
activity day – an afternoon where children who
need to be adopted and prospective adopters
will come together and spend some time with
each other. Everyone hopes that there will be
chemistry, a certain connection that will lead to
at least some of the children and adopters
becoming a family together.

I have my misgivings. Will the children who
are not chosen feel upset? Will the prospective
adopters feel under pressure to ‘pick’ a child?
Isn’t it just like buying a dog from a pet shop?

The event is organised by the British
Association for Adoption & Fostering (BAAF).
Earlier in the day I had spoken to Bridget Betts,
BAAF’s project manager for Adoption Activity
Days, about my concerns. She has managed the
project from its inception, overseeing the two-
year pilot, to the present day where the
initiative is being taken up by adoption agencies
throughout the UK. As part of the pilot Bridget
travelled to the USA to research  ‘adoption
parties’ which have being running there
successfully for over 30 years.

“We never use the words ‘picked’ or ‘chosen’,
she says. “Much thought and preparation goes
into these events and we ensure that the
children have a good experience. The children
attending have not been able to find families
through traditional means. In ‘family finding’
we are always balancing exposing children to
prospective adopters, whether it be through
profiles, specialist newspapers or online services
such as BAAF’s ‘Be My Parent’, against
protecting their welfare.”

Ms Betts goes on to say: “The sad fact is that

many children will not find an adoptive home.
These include older children, and by older
children we mean those over the age of four;
sibling groups, particularly boys; children with
disabilities and medical conditions, and black
and minority ethnic children. We have a duty to
these children to do everything we possibly can
to find them a loving permanent family. 

Adoption activity days give adopters the
chance to see the child first and make a
connection with them – their history can be
very scary if that is the first thing you read. We
have been successful in placing 20% of
children who attend.”

The first attendees to arrive are the adopters,
a few of them are accompanied by their social
workers for support. Others have decided to
come alone. Some stride in confidently, but
most are clearly nervous. They all look around,
not knowing quite what to expect. The
adopters have all been prepared by their social
workers and Laura Hayes, one of BAAF’s
Adoption Activity Day social workers who is
managing the event, welcomes everyone with a
reassuring talk. She explains about how the
afternoon works and gives advice on the dos
and don’ts. Do try and meet as many children
as possible; try not to monopolise one
particular child and if a child asks if they are
going home with you, gently say that they will
be going home with their foster carers.

The adopters are provided with an
information book which has photos of all the
children, with their first names and a little bit
about them. The profiles include information
such as they like playing football or drawing;
whether they are part of a sibling group; maybe
their favourite colour, but not how old the
children are. The book also includes helpful
information about the event and has forms at
the back which the adopters can fill in if they
wish to express an interest in a child. 

This will then be passed on to the child’s
social worker. The adopters are asked not to
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over a climbing frame, I find myself standing
next to a couple who were attending an
adoption party for the first time and ask them
what they think of the day.

“Our friends had asked us if it was going to
be like Battersea Dog’s Home, but it’s not like
that at all. The kids are all having a great time
and it’s really good having a chance to talk with
foster carers about the children. We have met
one little girl … ” they trail off and smile at each
other and I can see the hopefulness in their
faces.

The children’s foster carers are a very

important part of the afternoon. As well as
looking after the children in their care, they talk
to the adopters about the children, answering a
myriad of questions. Some are uneasy about
the event; others feel more positive, seeing it as
an opportunity to find the children their forever
family. Whatever their personal feelings are,
they all put them aside – they believe the
children come first and want the best possible
outcome for them.

As the afternoon passes, the noise increases.
A two-year-old ‘turtle’ has spent the whole
time running around laughing as at first his
foster carer, then adopters, run after him – the
best game ever in his eyes. Every so often I

glance round and see an adopter playing with a
child, both thoroughly enjoying each other’s
company. Is that special connection there? Am
I looking at a future family?

The buffet tea arrives and some sort of calm
descends as the children, carers and adopters all
sit with each other gently chatting as they tuck
into their party food. The day ends with a lot of
tired, but happy children clutching goody bags
as they leave with their foster carers. Adopters
and children wave goodbye to each other. Some
adopters are beaming – some look emotionally
drained – all look very tired.

As the mess is cleared up – and there is a lot
of mess  – I ask Laura how she thinks it went.
She feels it was a good day. The children had a
good time, there was a lot of interaction
between the adopters and the children and,
hopefully, there will be several ‘expressions of
interest’ given for the children which their
socials workers will follow up. Of course, the
true measure of success will be how many of
the children are matched with their forever
families after today.

Yes, ‘adoption parties’ are controversial. We
wish all children had a family immediately
available as they need them, but sadly this is
not the case and we have to do all we can to
find these vulnerable children safe, secure and
loving homes. So far 20% of the children who
have attended these events are now living with
their new families. That is more than
100 children who might still be in care if
they hadn’t come to an Adoption
Activity Day.
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take the books with them, but to leave them in
the ‘quiet space’ – a room set aside for the
adopters to go if they need respite from the
afternoon to gather their thoughts and
emotions. Social workers are on hand if they
feel the need to speak to someone.

Suddenly the soft murmurings of the
adopters are replaced by a babble of
excitement. The children start to arrive. The
event has a jungle theme – everywhere I look
there are little lions and tigers accompanied by
their foster carers and social workers. Some of
the children cling to their foster carer’s hand;
others trot straight to the face-painting table
wanting to be turned into their favourite animal
or a princess.  Soon all the children are having a
great time – playing football outside, making
monsters out of Play-Doh or simply running
around with one another. 

But I still wonder if they understand why
they are there? Bridget explained the children
are very well prepared for the day and those old
enough to understand have said that these
events help them realise that everything
possible is being done to find them a forever
family. They also find meeting other children in
a similar situation makes them feel less alone.
Often looked-after children feel that all the
decisions are being made about them behind
closed doors, but Adoption Activity Days make
them feel that they are involved in what is
going to happen to them. Looking around me,
the children definitely look like they are
enjoying themselves.

I discover I feel more concern for the
adopters. As the adults, they know the
enormity of what the day might bring – you
can almost see the thought ‘will I meet my
child today?’ going through their minds. While

some have dived straight in and are playing
with the children and chatting with the foster
carers, others stand around nervously, not
knowing quite how to approach a child.

However, there are volunteers – specially
briefed social workers – who subtly facilitate
interactions between the more shy adopters
and the children. Areas such as the crafts room
provide a great space – making a mask or
drawing a picture together is a good, non-
pressurised way for adopters to interact with
the children. And there is always the quiet
room if any of the adopters feel the need to
step back and re-group.

As I watch a gaggle of children clambering
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