THE OPENNESS CONTINUUM |
CONSIDERATIONS FOR WORKERS AND PRACTITIONERS



OPENNESS (ARE 04/07)
“Openness includes written, verbal or face to face contact or commumcanon where: the
- communicatfon may be direct or indirect and may permit the dlsclosure of identifying or
non identifying information and the frequency of contact or commumcatlon may vary
from eplSOle to ongoing.” (CFSA Regulation 70 49.1(2)) 1
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Considerations for workers/practitioners in determining openness arrangementis

In relation to the Child -
Openness arrangements must be determined and developed with the best interests of
the child in mind. In having a better understanding as to whether openness would be
beneficial for this child and with whom openness should be consu:iered a worker
should: ‘

* review the child and family file and any supporting documentatmn

+ consider the wishes of the child :

» consult with current care givers and workers as appropnate

» speak with members of the child’s birth family or person with whom you

might want to consider openness

review current access arrangements

consider what the openness would look like in the present and in the future

* determine whether there are adoptive families who could prov1de openness as
well as meet the child’s other needs?

¢ determine what supports are required to families to a351st in achieving the
openness desired, are they available? ;

» consider whether the child would be able to form a secure attachment to |
adoptive family? What impact would openness have on this and could .
arrangements be developed to assist child? | _ i




In relation to the Adoptive Family
Adoptive families may find openness promises dlfﬁcult to follow 'rhrough on when they
do not have the commitment to the principle that openness is in the child’s best interests
and do not fuily understand the dynamics of an openness adoption. For example — how
will you deal with a birth parent’s anger/depresszon, unwanted calls, inconsistent
messages and lack of follow through with a commitment. The worker has the task of
thoroughly exploring and assessing the motivation and plan for adoption as well as the
ability of all parties to cope with the stresses and difficulties that may occur. Therefore
during the assessment process and again at the time of considering the family fora
particular child the worker should explore and assess:

o the applicant’s beliefs in regard to the mﬂuence of heredity and envuonment
Exploratlon is aimed at enhancing the applicant’s knowledge of issues and
exposing deeper self awareness of their ﬂex1b111ty and acceptance and tolerance of
a child background

» the applicant’s understanding of the lmportance of an adopted person s
knowledge of his or her genealogical past and importance of ongoing, open
communication between the adopted ch:ld and adoptlve parents about that past
and the fact of the adoption

e the applicant’s feelings towards the birth parents (degree of fear/empathy);
flexibility regarding open adoption issues; what preparation they'have initiated
‘themselves and any previous experience w1th adoption. Assessment should focus
on the degree of flexibility and potential fon growth in these areas

o ‘the awareness and understanding that havmg a child through adoption means the
child has another set of parents - the ones who gave birth to the child

e the applicant’s openness in sharing the fact of adoption with family and friends

e care must be taken to help prospective adoptlve parents to determine whether they
can accept openness in an adoption, and if so, to what degree. :
an applicant’s motivation and commitment to openness
the ability of the applicants to establish and maintain marital and family )
boundaries to help ensure that the child grows up with a clear and secure 1dentlty
as a child of the adoptive family. One indicator of such ability might be seen in
how current boundaries are maintained with members of the respectwe extended
families

» the maturity and stability of each parnclpant and their ability to deal with various
stages and development of open adoption. There are some pitfalls and
disadvantages of which the adoptive famlly\needs to be aware and for which
education is necessary. _

Issues adoptive parents must be prepared to dlscuss with their chlldren.
e The child’s concerns, feelings, questions and need for information about the birth
parents, birth relatives and others who have been important to the child
o The reasons for his/her adoptive placement
o Issues regarding the child’s racial and cultural origins, partlcularly if they are
different form the adoptlve family including child’s feehngs of cultural isolation
and encounters w1th racism or dlscnmmatlon ‘ |
] e The child’s feelmgs of grief regarding the losses in his/her life




e The child’s interests in or need for contact and commumcatlon with birth relatlves
. and others who are important to him/her ; :

e Adoption Disclosure Legislation

Characteristics of an adoptive family identified as posiﬁ%e indicators for openness:
o flexibilty |

ability to not personalize

ability to see the big picture

can resolve conflict without holding a grudge -

understanding and acceptance of fact child has another family or other 51gn1ﬁcant

_ people in their life

- demonstrates positive attitudes towards birth parent |

if adoptive family was the foster family, their ablhty o manage access 1n a

healthy and positive way

sufficient level of support from extended family/friends

children in the family currently have positive openness arrangements

have been able to integrate concepts from training 3

have confidence in their own parenting ability and style

ability to set boundaries |

ability to take risks ‘

demonstrated sensitivity, empathy to core issues in adOptmn, and ab111ty to see

need for openness from eyes of their child as well as members of their birth

family, extended family, community or Indian or natwe band, foster parent or

former custodial parent :

When considering whether a person with whom the chlld mlght benefit from an

openness arrangement a worker should w

o determine whether members of the child’s birth farmly, extended family,
community or Indian or native band, foster parent or former custodial parent can
accept openness in an adoption, and if so, to what degree. _

. thoroughly explore and assess the motivation and plan for adoption as well as the
person’s ability to cope with the stresses and difficulties that may occur. A birth
family may request openness based on their own ambivalence about the adoption
decision. They may see openness as a way of mamtalmng contact with the child
and their ability to be committed to the best mterests of the child may be seriously
impaired _

- » consider the person’s intellectual ability and abxhty to comprehend the
implications of the change in a child’s status and the fact that the adoptlve parents
will make critical decisions about the child’s well bemg

- » consider safety issues for child for example, mental health issues, maltreatment or

abuse?
» consider possible risks, if openness is with 51b1mgs or grandparents‘? what are the
= boundaries around those who should not have openness?
» determine the person’s support system to manage the evolvmg relatlonshlp with
child?




determine whether counselling/support requlred and is it avallable‘?

consider how have they managed visits in the past?:

determine whether a transition phase required to complete the protectlon
proceedings and reassess outside a htlglous atmosphere, it might be helpful to
reassess during adoption probationary penod so players can become more familiar
with one another? :

consider if they are able to be child focused?

STANDARD FEATURES IN AN OPENNESS AGREEMENT

Set out that:

_ The purpose of the agreement is to provide the child with an opportunity to

facilitate communication or maintain relatxonshlps with a specified individual(s)
The parties recognize that the child’s best interests are the focus of the agreement.
The parties recognize that the adoptwe parent(s) role is the legal parent(s) and
ultimately the adoptive parent is the parent at faw and S0 respons1b1e for all
decisions about the child.

The parties recognize that the child has a need to maintain SIgmﬁcant
connections.

Using the openness definition describe the type of openness arrangement If there are a
range of openness possibilities, including visits, it may make sense to go through the
various options and specify how each will be camed out, for example if gifts may be
exchanged — when and how often, where will they be sent, any restrictions to this, how
will changes be made? If a third party is involved, specify what the 1nv01vement is. The
agreement of any party to an openness arrangement is required.

Suggested points to be included in the agreement Parties:

* & & @

need to be open and honest

should consider the perspective of the other parties and child; be respectful
stay flexible and open to possibility of changes over time and life stages

keep each other updated re changes in contact information

update each other with new medical 1nfonnat10n/1mp0rtant life events
alternate arrangements to maintain connectlons should adoptive or birth parent
die/be unavailable

agree the arrangement is not meant to restnct mobility of adopnve family and
suggest alternatives to allow for contact appropnate to the distance

agree to attempt to make any changes to the an‘angement through
negotiation/mediation

agree should there be a mlsunderstandlng or dlfference of oplmon parties agree to
seek assistance of a counsellor or mediator

acknowledge parties have the right to have 1ndependent legal adv1ce before
signing _




