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Introduction

The UEA Moving to Adoption model is drawn 
from a practice development project, funded by 
the Sir Halley Stewart Trust, which took place at 
Centre for Research on Children and Families, 
University of East Anglia, UK, from 2016-20181. 
The research team was Mary Beek, Elsbeth Neil 
and Gillian Schofield. The UEA model provides a 
framework for thinking about and supporting a 
child’s successful move to adoption.

The UEA Moving to Adoption model 
practice guide provides a full explanation of 
the model and guidance for practitioners. 
In summary, the UEA model outlines three key 
stages of the move, as follows:

Stage 1: Getting to know each other 
Stage 2: Making the move
Stage 3:  Supporting relationships after  

the move

The UEA model is not prescriptive about 
timescales or the details of planning for each 
of these stages. Rather, it suggests some ‘key 
principles’ that should be held in mind and 
applied flexibly according to individual needs 
and the particular circumstances of each move. 
The plan for each move should place the child’s 
physical and emotional needs at the centre, while 
also supporting the foster carers and the adopters.

The key principles are as follows:

•  Opportunities for the foster carers and 
adopters to build a positive relationship 
should be promoted at an early stage in 
the moving process, as this is helpful to the 
success of the move.

•  The child and the adopters should be given 
opportunities to become familiar with each 
other though play and observation prior to 
adopters undertaking any caregiving tasks.

•  All arrangements and timescales should focus 
on the needs of the child.

•  The child’s feelings about the move should be 
held in mind, and responded to sensitively.

•  Some continuity of foster family relationships 
and environment will support the child in 
managing the loss of the foster family and 
building trust in the adoptive family.

•  There should be flexibility in the planning, 
in consultation with the child, the families 
and the social workers, to allow for emerging 
circumstances and needs.

This document is a guide for adoption managers 
who are planning to introduce the UEA Moving 
to Adoption model into their service.
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Ensure that the adoption service 
is familiar with the UEA Moving to 
Adoption model

•  A first step in implementing the UEA Moving 
to Adoption model is to ensure that all staff 
within the adoption service, including the 
adoption panel members, are familiar with 
the model and also have an understanding 
of the research and theory that inform it. 
Opportunities for discussion and reflection 
are important as people think through the 
implications of applying the model and the 
changes in practice that it may bring. There 
will be agency and regional variation in the 
ways in which the model is applied but the 
aim is for all staff and panel members to feel 
confident that the principles of the model 
are sound and to be committed to working 
flexibly within them.

•  The UEA Moving to Adoption model is 
underpinned by the Secure Base model. It 
is important for adopters, staff and panel 
members to have an understanding of this 
framework for therapeutic caregiving and 
for the language, principles and practice of 
the Secure Base model to be established 
as an integral part of the adoption service.
Information, training modules and 
practice resources can be found at www.
providingasecurebase.ac.uk. 

•  The UEA Moving to Adoption model practice 
guide is a good starting point for all adoption 
service staff and panel members to begin 
their understanding of the model. This 
document can be downloaded from the 
Moving to Adoption website and is suitable 
for office printing.

•  An Introduction to the UEA Moving 
to Adoption model is a PowerPoint 
presentation, including trainer notes which 
can be used flexibly to introduce adoption 
staff and panel members to the model. The 
session covers some background theory and 
research, and provides an explanation of the 
model, with opportunities to discuss benefits 
and challenges. It also promotes discussion 
about how best to introduce the model into 
your adoption service.

•  This training session may be used flexibly 
within teams or across the whole adoption 
service to ensure that all staff are familiar with 
the model and have had a chance to discuss 
its potential impact on their particular role.

•  A small group of managers and practitioners 
who have a special interest in this area of 
work might be appointed as a working group 
tasked with leading discussions, disseminating 
information and responding to queries as 
implementation proceeds.

Suggestions for implementation
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Ensure that key professionals are familiar 
with the UEA Moving to Adoption model

•  Key professionals in this context includes: 
fostering social workers and managers, 
children’s social workers and managers, 
independent reviewing officers and therapists. 
Staff within each of these groups may be 
impacted by the new ways of working, and 
it is important that they are familiar with the 
model, and the rationale for using it. They will 
also need opportunities to think through and 
discuss the implications for their particular 
area of practice. 

•  The UEA Moving to Adoption model is 
underpinned by the Secure Base model. It 
is helpful if all key professionals are familiar 
with the language, principles and practice 
of the Secure Base model as this will further 
their understanding of the Moving to 
Adoption model. 

•  In the case of fostering managers, social 
workers and support workers, familiarity 
with the Secure Base model is especially 
important. Where it is not already the case, it is 
recommended that the Secure Base model is 
established as an integral part of the fostering 
service, with foster carers receiving Secure 
Base training and the model embedded 
in foster carer reviews, support and 
supervision. Information, training modules 
and practice resources can be found at www.
providingasecurebase.ac.uk. 

•  Independent fostering agencies who work 
with the adoption agency will also need 
information about the UEA Moving to 
Adoption model as there may be implications 
for the commissioning process. For example, 
an important element of the model is the 
recognition that the child’s relationship with 
the foster carer will need to be supported 
during and after the adoption placement and 

the foster carer’s post placement availability 
may need to be discussed at management 
level once the adoption plan has been made.

•  It is helpful to consider a range of approaches 
to familiarising key professionals with the 
model. For example:

 •  A launch event or conference: ideally this 
would include presentations from social 
workers, foster carers and adopters who 
have had experience of working with the 
model. If this is not possible, case studies 
can be found in The UEA Moving to 
Adoption model Practice Guide

 •  A presentation to managers of these 
professional groups

 •  A presentation to key groups or teams
 •  Circulation of the link to the Moving 

to adoption website, or to key 
resources within it such as The 
UEA Moving to Adoption model 
Practice Guide or the UEA Moving 
to Adoption Information Card.

•  An Introduction to the UEA Moving 
to Adoption model is a PowerPoint 
presentation, including trainer notes, which 
can also be used flexibly to introduce a 
range of key professionals to the model. The 
session covers some background theory and 
research, and provides an explanation of the 
model, including benefits and challenges. It 
also promotes discussion about how best to 
introduce the model into other professional 
groups who work alongside the adoption 
service.

•  This training session may also be used for 
ongoing training / induction of new members 
of staff and fostering panel members.
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Ensure that foster carers are familiar 
with the UEA Moving to Adoption model

•  The capacity of foster carers to work with 
adopters and professionals within the 
principles of the model is key to successful 
implementation. It is essential, therefore, 
that they receive training on the model, and 
have opportunities to discuss the changes in 
practice that it may bring along with the likely 
impact on themselves and their families. 

•  Preparing a child for adoption and 
supporting the move: the role of 
foster carers is a PowerPoint presentation, 
including trainer notes which can be used 
flexibly to introduce foster carers to the 
model. The session firstly outlines the 
importance of providing a secure base 
for the child in short term foster care. It 
then provides the background theory and 
research to the model, and an explanation of 
the model, from the foster carer perspective. 
It also promotes discussion about the 
emotional and practical issues for foster 
carers who are working within the principles 
of the model.

•  Fostering social workers and foster carers 
might use the UEA Moving to Adoption 
Key Principles leaflet as a helpful basis for 
discussion in support and supervision sessions.

Ensure that prospective adopters 
are familiar with the UEA Moving to 
Adoption model

•  Prospective adopters will need to be prepared 
for their role in working with foster carers 
and professionals within the principles of 
the model. They may be introduced to the 
model and its underlying principles in their 
preparatory training. Post approval/pre 
placement workshops might also be offered.

•  Supporting a child’s move to adoption: 
the role of adopters is a PowerPoint 
presentation, including trainer notes which 
can be used flexibly to introduce prospective 
adopters to the model. The session outlines 
the background theory and research to the 
model, and provides an explanation of the 
model, from the adopter perspective. It also 
promotes discussion about the emotional 
and practical issues for adopters who 
are supporting a child’s move within the 
principles of the model, and provides pointers 
to building a secure base in their family after 
the move has been made.

•  Adoption social workers and prospective 
adopters might find the UEA Moving to 
Adoption Key Principles leaflet helpful as 
a basis for discussion during assessment or 
post approval visits.
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What might be the benefits of the UEA 
model compared to traditional practice?

We know that the large majority of adoptions 
(most of which, historically, used traditional 
practice for the transition) are successful. For 
example in a survey of over 300 adoptions3 79% 
of adopters stated that their adoption was either 
going really well or that they were ‘managing’.

However, for about 20%, the outcomes were less 
positive – they stated that they were ‘struggling 
to manage’ or that it was ‘possible the child 
will not remain in the family’ or that the 
adoption had ‘broken down’. There were various 
statistically significant factors associated with 
these less positive outcomes, and one of these 
was the distress of the child when moving from 
foster care. 

A further study2, which focussed on adoptions 
that had disrupted or were in serious difficulty 
found that the quality of the child’s transition was 
reported as a key contributor to difficult outcomes.

It is clear, therefore, that the transition from 
foster care to adoption makes a significant 
contribution to the outcome of the adoption 
and that traditional transition practice may not 
have always recognised this. It is important that 
we apply new knowledge and understandings 
of positive practice in transitions to formulate 
moving plans that are responsive to the 
particular needs of each and every child.

Evidence from the two adoption agencies that 
took part in the UEA pilot study suggests that 
the Moving to Adoption model is sensitive 
to individual children’s needs. The UEA team 
gathered feedback from adoption, fostering 
and children’s social workers, foster carers and 
adopters. This feedback showed that the majority 
of people in each of these groups felt that the 
move had gone well and there was a high level 
of satisfaction with the UEA Moving to Adoption 
model across all of the groups.

How does the Secure Base model connect 
with the UEA Moving to Adoption model?

The Secure Base model is based in attachment 
theory and research into foster care and adoption 
and it is already well established as a useful 
tool for fostering and adoption practice. It can 
help social workers, foster carers and adopters 
to identify developmental strengths or needs 
in the child and also the particular caregiving 
responses that will be effective during each 
stage of the move. It also helps to identify 
caregiving strengths and difficulties in foster 
carers and adopters that may be relevant for 
a particular child, and thus supports better 
informed planning for the move when using 
the UEA model. It provides a well-respected and 
shared language for reporting on the plan to LAC 
reviews, the adoption panel and the courts.

2  Selwyn, J, Meakings, S and Wijedasa, D (2015) Beyond the adoption order, London: CoramBAAF.
3  Neil, E, Young, J, and Hartley, L (2018) The Joys and Challenges of Adoptive Family Life: A Survey 

of Adoptive Parents in the Yorkshire and Humberside Region. Norwich: Centre for Research on 
Children and Families, UEA.

Some frequently asked questions
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Does using the model involve more social 
work time?

At Stage 1 (Getting to know each other), the 
team around the child will need to support and 
monitor the face to face and virtual meetings 
and contacts that are taking place between 
the families. However, it is important to be 
proportionate with this work. Unless difficult 
issues are emerging, it is not usually necessary 
for social workers to contact foster carers and 
adopters after every meeting. Instead, a lighter 
touch plan of telephone availability and/or e 
contact might be preferred.

At Stage 2 (Making the move), more intensive 
level of support and monitoring will be needed 
than at Stage 1. There will be almost daily visits 
or contact between the adopters, foster carers 
and child during this stage and the respective 
social workers will need to check in on each of 
them to monitor the child’s progress in building 
trust, how each of the parties is feeling, and pick 
up on any practical issues that are emerging. 
Managers would need to supervise this work in 
the usual way.

At Stage 3 (Supporting relationships after 
the move) the team around the child will 
need to continue to work together to ensure 
that the foster carers and adopters have 
been consulted and are comfortable with 
the plan and that the child’s needs are being 
understood and met. Some flexibility may be 
required to accommodate changing needs and 
circumstances. This stage may require some 
additional social work time as there is likely to 
be a longer period of planned face to face or 
virtual contact between the foster carer and 
the adoptive family than in traditional practice. 
Managers would need to supervise this work in 
the usual way. 

At all stages, social worker availability is important, 
along with clear plans (shared with the whole 
team around the child) for who should be 
contacted when the social worker is not available.

Social workers may need additional time and 
reflective supervision in the early stages of 
introducing the model. There are additional 
issues to think through for each placement and 
moving away from familiar practice to practice 
that is more flexible can feel unsettling and 
require additional support. 

How have foster carers, adopters and other 
professionals found using the model?

The UEA pilot project found that the large 
majority of professionals, foster carers and 
adopters considered the model to be positive, 
helpful and straightforward to understand. For 
most, it chimed with established good practice 
in working with children and with their existing 
understandings of how best to support children 
through change in other areas of their lives. 

Some professionals, foster carers or adopters 
might feel uncertain and find it difficult to trust 
a new model of practice but with help and 
discussion of the principles they may understand 
how it could be beneficial and be willing to try it. 

If you encounter a situation where, despite your 
best efforts, a professional, foster carer or adopter 
finds it impossible to accept certain aspects of 
the model, then try to adapt the plan to find the 
next best way to implement the key principles of 
the model. For example, if a foster carer agrees  to 
visit the child once they have moved, but then, 
despite  support offered, feels unable to do this, 
aim to build continuity for the child in another 
way such as phone or video calls between the 
foster carer and the child and adopters. 
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What if I find the plan for a move isn’t 
working at any stage?

Flexibility is at the heart of the model. If at any 
stage, (after consultation with all parties) it is 
clear that the plan needs to be changed to meet 
the child’s needs, or provide better support 
for foster carers or adopters, there should be 
a review of the plan and adjustments made 
accordingly. It might be helpful to consider the 
question ‘what is the best possible way to move 
things forward, whilst still working within the 
principles of the model?’ 

What are the best ways to embed and 
sustain the model?

The goal is for the model to become an integral 
part of the service at all levels, rather than simply 
a supplementary piece of practice to be applied 
only when children are moved.

Ideas for embedding and sustaining the model:
•  Consider the agency policies and procedures for 

the matching and placement of children. Issues 
might include arrangements for the payment of 
foster carers moving children to adoption, and 
the process for ending fostering placements 
and beginning adoptive placements.

•  Review documentation, including website 
information, publicity leaflets, preparation 
and other training content, matching 
reports, placement plans and post-adoption 
support plans. 

•  Include expectations around supporting 
children’s moves as part of the conversation 
with adopters throughout the assessment 
process. Some understanding of the 
key principles should be reflected in the 
Prospective Adopters Report completed for 
the adoption panel.

•  Use key meetings during the moving process, 
for example, Placement Meetings and Reviews 
of Transitions as opportunities for the team 
around the child to reflect on how the key 
principles are being applied, and how this 
is working for the individual child, with 
adjustments made accordingly.

•  Use the model as a framework for discussion 
in individual supervision and group 
supervision. For example, what were the 
benefits of using the model in this case? 
What were the challenges and how were they 
overcome? This can include discussions on the 
extent to which the Secure Base model helped 
to support the move to adoption.

•  Find ways of continuing to grow and develop 
professional understanding of the model. For 
example:

 •  Suggest that the implementation/working 
group continues to share information, 
articles, ideas from other adoption 
agencies with colleagues.

 •  Make a note of cases where the model 
has worked well or where there have 
been some challenges. These cases can 
be shared with staff for reflection and 
discussion. Implementation requires a 
learning process in the organisation and 
this will be most effective if achieved 
through discussion of cases and practice.

 •  Review the use of the model each year (or 
more frequently at first) in team meetings, 
seminars and so on.

 •  Repeat training /provide induction for new 
panel members, foster carers, adopters and 
professionals.

 •  Seek feedback from professionals, foster 
carers and adopters, and use this to 
support or adjust practice.



Key points for managers 

•  Each constellation of foster carer, adopter and child is unique.

•  Do not allow plans to become formulaic or fixed. 

•  Ensure individualised and flexible planning. 

•  Keep the child’s needs at the centre while also ensuring that the adopters and the foster carers 
are supported.
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For further resources and information on the UEA Moving to Adoption model see 
www.movingtoadoption.co.uk 

This work was undertaken by the University of East Anglia and was funded by the Sir Halley Stewart Trust. 
The views expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily those of the Trust.


