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Executive Summary 

Introduction 
The research indicates that children unable to grow up in their birth families who  have been 
adopted show better emotional, social, and academic outcomes than children who have 
undergone lengthy placements in foster or residential care (for example, see Biehal et al., 2009). 
Consequently, there is widespread agreement that adoption is one of the preferred responses for 
children unable to grow up in their own families.  
 
In Israel, most children unable to grow up in their birth families are referred by social services to 
foster or residential care; few are referred for adoption. This, despite the fact that in certain cases 
in Israel, such children may be declared “adoptable” even without the consent of the birth 
parents. This provision is anchored in Clause 13 of the Adoption Law 1981.1 Yet, the proportion 
of adopted children is far smaller in Israel than in other Western countries, such as England and 
the U.S. 
 
The Department of Adoption Services, Division for Personal and Social Services at the Ministry 
of Social Affairs and Social Services (MSASS – hereafter Adoption Services) and Ashalim have 
initiated a joint program to expand adoption opportunities for children at risk who are unable to 
grow up in their birth families, and to improve adoption support services in Israel.  
 
The Myers-JDC-Brookdale Institute was asked to provide research to support the initiative. This 
report presents the first stage of the study, that consists of (a) a review of the literature about the 
adoption of children at risk, options for expanding adoption, and adoption support services and 

                                                 
1 Article 13 of the Adoption Law 1981 states: In the absence of parental consent, the Court is authorized, 

at the request of the Attorney-General or a representative thereof, to declare a child “adoptable” if it is 
found that one of the following obtains: (1) There is no reasonable possibility of identifying the parent, 
locating her/him or ascertaining her/his opinion; (2) The parent is the father of the child but was not 
married to the mother and did not acknowledge the child as his own or if he did so acknowledge the 
child – the child does not live with him and he refused, without reasonable cause, to receive the child in 
his home; (3) The parent is deceased or has been declared legally incompetent or has forfeited his 
custodianship of the child; (4) The parent abandoned the child or  refrained, without reasonable cause, to 
maintain personal contact with the child for six consecutive months; (5) The parent refrained, without 
reasonable cause, to fulfill all or his main obligations towards the child for six consecutive months; (6) 
The child was in out-of-home care for six months, starting before the child’s 6th birthday, and the parent 
refused, without justification, to receive the child in his/her home; (7) The parent is unable to care for the 
child properly due to her/his behavior or situation and there is no chance that her/his behavior or 
situation will change in the foreseeable future despite the reasonable financial and therapeutic help 
provided by the welfare services for her/his rehabilitation, as is common; (8) The refusal to give consent 
derives from immoral motives or for illegal purposes. 
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(b) interviews conducted with senior decision-makers at the MSASS, professionals at NGOs in the 
areas of foster care and family court judges. 
 
The review cites research on how current policy and regulations may lead to an overly protracted 
process before a child is placed permanently (whether returned to the birth parents or adopted). 
Findings are presented on the implementation of three policy options for improving the process 
and expanding possibilities for adoption:  

 Open adoption, whereby some contact is maintained with the birth family – in contrast to the 
strict confidentiality currently imposed  

 Adoption by foster families, whereby children are placed with foster families as the first step 
in a long-term plan for adoption, though there is still a possibility of return to the birth 
family. 

 Concurrent planning, whereby for one year, work is done to rehabilitate the birth parents in 
parallel with adoption preparations so that at the end of that period, a permanent solution is 
achieved for the child. 

 
The second part of the literature review relates to adoption support services, which provide 
ongoing assistance and support to adoptive families and children. The review examines different 
types of adoption policy in Israel and other countries, the rationale behind them, and the strengths 
and weaknesses of the adoption support services provided. 
 

Part I: Options to Expand and Improve Adoption: Open Adoption, 
Adoption by Foster Families and Concurrent Planning 

A number of factors may impact on the relatively limited extent of adoption in Israel, including: 
the lengthy process before children can be adopted; multiple placements that children experience; 
and the relatively older age of most children before they are freed for adoption. In addition, the 
limited extent of adoption may stem from the absence of clear adoption referral criteria. 
Sometimes, this depends on whether a foster family wishes to adopt the child in its care. (If the 
family does not wish to adopt the child, s/he may remain in the family’s care until reaching 
majority age at eighteen. It may also depend on the attitude of t caseworkers toward the adoption 
of older children: if they support it, a child is more likely to be adopted than if they do not.  

According to the literature, there are various options to expand and improve the response of 
adoption: 

1. Open adoption. The current practice in Israel is “closed adoption”: the adopted child and 
adoptive family do not maintain contact with the birth family and the identity of the two 
sides remains undisclosed to each other. Only in rare cases is there "open adoption," which 
generally includes a one-sided transmission of letters and photographs from the adoptive to 
the birth family; and/or meetings between the birth family and the child about twice a year at 
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a neutral location, supervised by the Adoption Services. The use of open adoption may 
expand to cases in which social workers would otherwise not recommend adoption, when 
they regard it as unfair to permanently sever a child from her/his birth family. Also, birth 
parents may more readily support the option of adoption if they are not totally severed from 
the child and this, too, would expedite the adoption process. Nevertheless, researchers 
caution against placing a child in open adoption as a way of convincing birth parents to 
willingly relinquish their parental rights, since the arrangement may not be for the good of 
the child.  

2. Adoption by foster families. The Service for Children and Youth (SCY), which is 
responsible for foster services, and the Adoption Services have recently begun working 
together to expand the option of adoption by foster families. Previously, there were few 
adoptions by foster care families, partially because the criteria for approving foster or 
adoptive families precluded adoption by some families of the children in their care. In any 
case, this option may limit and even prevent multiple placements prior to adoption. It may 
also prove beneficial in cases where, otherwise, a child would remain with a foster family 
until majority age with the option of adoption never even being considered as separation 
from the family is not considered to be in the child's best interests. Research findings 
indicate that a good relationship between a child and a foster family during the period of 
foster care reduces the probability of failure of adoptive relationships. 

Nevertheless, a child may "pay a price" if adopted by foster parents who, in ordinary 
circumstances, would not meet the criteria of the Adoption Services regarding the complex 
issues involved in adopting children at risk.    

 There is a greater tendency to compromise on the placement of children in foster care 
because of its temporary nature and other considerations, such as proximity to the birth 
family; whereas in adoption, there is an attempt to ensure placement of children with families 
able to cope with the complexity of adopting children at risk.  

3. Concurrent planning. Concurrent planning has been implemented increasingly in the U.S. 
following the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA, 1997). The ASFA set a time limit of 
up to a year for permanent placement. The goal of concurrent planning is to ensure that the 
placement of children in permanent homes is achieved within this timeframe. At the same 
time, steps are taken to work with the birth parents so that the child may be able to return 
home. This is in contrast to the prevalent system implemented worldwide, which proceeds 
stage by stage: first, work is done with the birth parents and only if it is concluded that a 
child cannot return home does the process of adoption preparation begin. In concurrent 
planning, a child is placed in a foster family where the possibility of adoption exists. During 
this period, the foster parents help the child adjust to her/his new environment, to take part in 
the rehabilitation of the birth parents and, at the same time, to prepare for adoption. After the 
limited period of intervention, the child either returns to the birth parents or is adopted by the 
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foster family. This system may help shorten the process of placing a child in a permanent 
home, ensuring that s/he will move to a permanent home at a younger age. It also avoids 
multiple temporary placements, which are not in a child's best interests.  

Programmatic Directions 
To apply any of the different possibilities reviewed, certain basic conditions must be met: 

 Open adoption requires additional professional assistance and supportive services to deal 
with the relationship between the child, the adoptive family and the birth family.  

 There is a need to define common criteria for approving foster and adoptive families, 
construct a database of foster families interested in subsequent adoption, and place children 
in foster families where the chances of adoption are high. The question of payment to foster 
families who wish to adopt the child in their care but are discouraged by the costs should 
also be addressed.  

 Cooperation between professionals is needed to facilitate the simultaneous two-pronged 
approach of concurrent planning. In addition, the courts must be committed to and cooperate 
with the program in order to implement it within a  limited time, and intensive services are 
required to rehabilitate the family and follow up on the achievement of goals according to 
schedule. In general, it is important that the professional approach and attitudes of relevant 
staff enable the system to be implemented. 

 

Part II: Adoption Support Services  
Adoption support services refer to services for the adoptive family, adopted children and 
sometimes also members of the birth family – before a child is adopted, at the time of adoption, 
and for some time afterwards. 
 
Adoption support services that are offered prior to adoption are designed to encourage and 
prepare adoptive families and adopted children for adoption. These services are for children who 
are being adopted because they are unable to grow up in their birth families due to dysfunctional 
parenting, abuse and/or neglect. Adoption support services include individual support of the 
prospective adoptive parents; providing information about various aspects of the adoption, such 
as the costs involved; about the adopted child, including medical information, about the child's 
background and birth parents, and why s/he was  given up for adoption, and encouraging 
adoptive families to use available services.  
 
Adoption support services after the child is placed with a family are aimed at providing ongoing 
support to adoptees of all ages, the adoptive families and, at times, members of birth families. 
These services include the provision of information on available services; financial aid;   
individual and group support, and the training of professionals who work with adoptive families. 
They may also include individualized services to adoptive families, as well as support of the 
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adoptive families in using services for the general population, such as homework help or 
occupational therapy.  
 
The rationale behind providing adoption support services stems from two areas: one, the changes 
in the field of adoption in Israel and worldwide; two, the increase in the number of children who 
are candidates for adoption. The changes in the field of adoption coupled with a transition in the 
perception of adoption as a form of other/special parenting, and a permanent solution for children 
unable to grow up in their birth families has led to a recognized need for ongoing support 
following adoption, among other things to avoid instances of disruption.  
 

The Provision of Adoption Support Services in the U.S. and England 
The models for the provision of adoption support services in the U.S. are: 

1. Through a social worker at a public child welfare agency 

2. Through a separate unit for adoption support services at social services  

3. Through contracts of social services with  private providers 

4. Through specific centers specializing in the provision of adoption support services 
 

Each model has both advantages and disadvantages: The advantage of the first model is the 
acquaintance of the adoption worker with the adoptive family and their shared trust. The 
advantage of the first two models stems from the physical proximity of social workers to 
adoption workers. The disadvantage of the first two models is that the services are provided at 
social services departments, which may deter some parents from seeking help to avoid the stigma 
involved. Thus, the advantage of the other two models is that they are not part of the social 
service system. However, they demand an efficient supervisory mechanism. The disadvantage of 
the fourth model is its high cost compared with the other models.  
 

Attributes of the Consumers of Adoption Support Services 
In the past decade, there have been a number of evaluation studies on the attributes of consumers 
of adoption support services in the U.S. and England. These are the main findings and insights: 

 

 Characteristics of Families who are More Likely to Utilize Adoption Support Services:  
- Families that adopted children over the age of 3 from social services 
- Young families without experience in parenting or foster care 
- Families that adopted babies born with an addiction to drugs or alcohol 
- Caucasian families who adopted a minority child and/or families that adopted children 

outside of the U.S. and England 

 Characteristics of Adopted Children who are More Likely to Utilize Adoption Support 
Services: 

- Children with behavioral difficulties 
- Children with emotional difficulties who feel sorrow, separation, and loss 
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- Children with school problems and social difficulties 
- Children who have been through multiple placements 
- Adoptees that reached the age of 18 and are seeking information about their birth parents. 

The Timing of Consuming Adoption Support Services:  
Adoptive parents and adopted children tend, in fact, to turn to adoption support services at several 
critical junctures: immediately following adoption, at the start of school, at the onset of 
adolescence, following a traumatic event or crisis in the life of the children or adoptive family, 
and when adoptees reach the age of 18 and are permitted to seek information about their birth 
parents. 
 
The Duration of Time for which Adoption Support Services are Offered:  
Studies conducted in the U.S. and England show that it is important that adoption support 
services be long-term.   
 
Perception of Adoptive Parents of the Benefits of Adoption Support Services  
Various studies conducted in the U.S. and England indicated that most of the families who used 
adoption support services were satisfied with the different aspects of service provision. The 
studies also indicated that the adoption support services contributed to the satisfaction of the 
adoptive parents with their parenting and their relationship with the child, and to the 
improvement of family and couple relations. 
 
Weaknesses in the Provision of Adoption Support Services in the U.S. and England 
  Inadequate information on the availability of adoption support services reduces the 

consumption of services 

 Few adoption support services are offered, usually only right after adoption and thus not in 
accordance with the changing needs arising over the years of adoption 

 Sometimes adoption support services are planned that do not respond to the range of 
different needs of families 

 Some adoptive families prefer not to use adoption support services because they are not 
interested in receiving help and in dealing with the adoptee identity of the child or because 
they fear a critical attitude from professionals 

 Adoption support services deal with the treatment of problems rather than their prevention. 
 
The Provision of Adoption Support Services in Israel 
In Israel, the policy on children who are unable to grow up in their families is mixed. The rights 
of both birth parents and children are recognized. The recognition of the rights of birth parents is 
reflected in the fact that most children whose parents cannot raise them are not permanently 
separated from them through adoption, but rather, referred to foster homes or residential care. 
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The recognition of the rights of children to a permanent family is reflected in the fact that in 
certain cases, a child may be handed over for adoption even without the consent of the birth 
parents. In the past 15 years, there has been growing recognition at the Adoption Services of the 
need for adoption support services, and emerging policy anticipates forthcoming legislation.  
In the past decade there has been an increase in adoption support services. Data from the 
Adoption Services reveal that in 2007, the most common adoption support service was weekend 
getaway workshops for adoptive families. Another common support service is subsidized 
adoption. Less common adoption support services were subsidized psychological counseling for 
adoptive families and adoptees, and group work for families.  

 
Programmatic Directions 
1. Many of the children adopted today are over the age of two and were in the care of social 

services. These children often have emotional, behavioral, developmental, health and 
learning problems. There is a need for more comprehensive preparation of adoptive families 
before receiving a child and for ongoing support over the years to meet the many needs after 
adoption. Adoption support services are provided to adoptees (including adults), their 
adoptive families and sometimes, to members of the birth family. 

2. According to the literature, the provision of adoption support services for adoptive families 
may: 

 Increase the adoption of older children over the age of two, who are under the 
responsibility of social services 

 Help adoptive parents form more realistic expectations about the child's abilities  

 Help adoptive parents feel that social services are partners in sharing the burden of 
childcare, thus  mitigating the loneliness of adoptive families 

 Reduce the difficulties of adoptive parents so as to avoid future situations that may lead 
to disruption. 

3. In the process of planning adoption support services, care should be taken to ensure that: 

 Adoption support services respond to the range of needs of adoptive families (e.g., both 
of childless couples and of families with children of their own) 

 Special responses are developed for families and children from groups identified in the 
literature as requiring considerably more services (e.g. families without experience in 
parenting or foster care, families adopting infants born with substance addiction, 
children with emotional problems, children who have undergone multiple placements 
etc.).  

 Provision of adoption support services continues over the long-term, not only 
immediately after a child is placed with the adoptive family   
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 Families are strengthened through preventive intervention rather than by receiving 
help only in times of crisis 

 Adoption support services are provided more intensively at critical junctures when 
there is a greater tendency to consume them (immediately following adoption, in 
advent of the start of school, the onset of adolescence, following a traumatic event or 
crisis in the life of the children or adoptive family, and at the age of 18 when adoption 
registry files may be accessed and birth parents sought). 

4. The advantages and disadvantages of different models of providing adoption support 
services should be considered: within social service departments, through NGOs or private 
providers, as separate, autonomous centers or in conjunction with existing services. 

5. It is important to circulate information about available adoption support services and to offer 
them at accessible locations. 

The findings of the report were presented to key personnel at Ashalim and the Adoption Services, 
and at a national seminar for child protection staff. The information served as a basis for the work 
of the Gross Committee, which is discussing amendments to the Adoption Law. The conclusions 
of the review have contributed to the efforts of the MSASS to improve work and policy in the 
area of adoption of children at risk and develop support and financial assistance for adopting 
families.   
 
The second report of the study (forthcoming separately) will present findings from case studies of 
open adoption and adoption by foster families.  
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