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SUMMARY
TITLE: The development of an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa.
Key words: adoption social work, adoption practice, adoption ethical guidelines, dilemmas
related to ethics, dilemmas related to the ethics of adoption, ethics principles, policy maker
In South Africa, adoption is a specialised area in the field of childcare and child
protection. It is regulated by the Children’s Act, 2005 (38 of 2005 as amended) and Social
Service Professions Act (110 of 1978). In South Africa, the Children’s Act (38 of 2005) and
Adoption Policy Framework and Strategy (2010) prioritise adoption as a preferred form of
permanent alternative care for young adoptable children.
Adoption is often described as being legally and ethically complex as it potentially
involves the conflicting rights of parties to the adoption triad. What is more, adoption affects the
involved parties for their whole lives. In the Hague Convention and National Practice
Guidelines, the emphasis is on the adoption practitioner’s ability to render adoption services that
are based on sound ethics to prevent inducement, exploitation, the sale and trafficking of
children, and improper financial gain through adoptions.
The adoption of children raises several human rights issues. It is crucial that the process
of adoption should be guided by the principle of identifying and acting in the best interest of the
child. Measures are needed in several areas to better protect children and their rights during
adoption procedures.
The general aim of this research study was to develop an ethical guideline for adoption
social workers. In pursuit of this aim, the researcher did a rapid review on relevant existing
national and international ethics documents for adoption social workers, identifying common
challenges with respect to the ethics involved in adoptions and the most appropriate guidelines
for dealing with dilemmas that arise from the ethics related to adoption social work. The
researcher then used the results of the rapid review and the contributions of a Delphi panel to
refine and develop content for an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa.
The study may provide the adoption social workers in South Africa with knowledge to
develop policies in this area.
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OPSOMMING
TITEL: Die ontwikkeling van ŉ etieseriglyn vir maatskaplike werkers in Suid-Afrika wat met
aanneming werk.
Sleutelwoorde: aanneming maatskaplik werk, aannemingspraktyke, etiekriglyne vir aanneming,
dilemmas rakende etiek, dilemmas rakende etiek by aannemings, etiekbeginsels, beleidmakers
In Suid-Afrika is aanneming ŉ spesialiteit binne kindersorg en -beskerming. Dit word
gereguleer deur die Kinderwet (38 van 2005 soos gewysig) en die Wet op Maatskaplike
Diensberoepe (110 van 1978). Die Kinderwet (38 van 2005) en die Aannemingsbeleidsraamwerk
en -strategie (2010) prioritiseer aanneming as die verkose vorm van permanente alternatiewe
sorg vir jong kinders wat beskikbaar is vir aanneming.
Aanneming word dikwels beskryf as wetlik en eties kompleks aangesien dit dikwels te
make het met die teenstrydige belange van die partye wat deel vorm van die aannemingsdrietal.
Dit affekteer ook al die betrokke partye vir die res van hulle lewens. Die Hague Convention and
National Practice Guidelines beklemtoon die belangrikheid van die aannemingspraktisyn se
vermoë om aannemingsdienste te lewer wat gefundeer is op goeie etiese beginsels om sodoende
oorreding,

uitbuiting,

die

verkoop

van

kinders

of

kinderhandel,

en

onbehoorlike

voordeeltrekking uit aannemings te voorkom.
Kinderaanneming gee aanleiding tot verskeie vraagstukke met betrekking tot menseregte.
Dit is daarom van kardinale belang dat aannemingsprosesse onderhewig moet wees aan die
beginsel van die identifisering van en optrede in die beste belang van die kind. Maatstawwe is
nodig in verskeie areas om kinders en hulle regte beter te beskerm deur die loop van die
aannemingsproses.
Die doelstelling van hierdie navorsingstudie was om ŉ etiekriglyn te ontwikkel vir
maatskaplike werkers in die veld van aanneming. Die navorser het ŉ spoedhersiening (rapid
review) gedoen van die bestaande nasionale en internasionale etiekdokumente wat gemik is op
maatskaplike werkers wat met aanneming werk om algemene Etiese uitdagings met betrekking
tot aannemings en die beste riglyne vir die hantering daarvan te identifiseer. Die navorser het
hierdie resultate tesame met bydraes van ŉ Delphi-paneel gebruik om die inhoud van ŉ
etieseriglyn vir Suid-Afrikaanse maatskaplike werkers wat met aannemings werk, te ontwikkel.

xi

Hierdie studie kan dus kennis bied wat sosiale werkers wat met aannemings werk in
Suid-Afrika kan help om beleid te ontwikkel.
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CHAPTER 1:

ORIENTATION

1.1 Introduction
Chapter 1 presents a brief background to the study and details of the research
methodology followed. The chapter also outlines the structure of the study and provides
information on the consideration of ethics principles such as confidentiality, conflicting rights,
informed consent and voluntary participation.

1.2 Contextualisation
Numerous challenges and dilemmas related to ethics in the field of adoption necessitates
a study on the development of an ethical guideline specifically for adoption social workers in
South Africa. Such a guideline could provide valuable direction with respect to sound ethics for
adoption. Adoption is a specialised area in the field of childcare and protection in South Africa
and it is regulated by the Children’s Act (38 of 2005) and the Social Service Professions Act
(110 of 1978). Adoption entails a legal process according to which the parental responsibilities
and rights of biological parent/s or guardian/s in respect of a child are vested in the adoptive
parent/s. In most instances the legal implication is a permanent termination of the responsibilities
and rights of the biological parent/s or guardian/s. It therefore has permanent legal consequences
as a child’s legal identity is changed.
The Social Service Professions Act requires that adoption service providers be registered
with the South African Council for Social Service Professions (SACSSP) as specialists in
adoption work. The legislation provides for three categories of service providers who may
provide adoption services. The first is the accredited adoption social worker in private practice
with a registration of a specialisation in adoption social work. The Department of Social
Development (DSD) has to accredit child protection organisations and adoption social workers in
private practice who meet the accreditation requirements to facilitate national and intercountry
adoptions.
The Children’s Second Amendment Act (18 of 2016) further makes provision for social
workers in the employment of the DSD who has a speciality in adoption services and is
registered in terms of the Social Services Professions Act, 1978 (Act No.110 of 1978) to also
render adoption services. The majority of social workers in the employ of the DSD were
1

historically excluded from rendering adoption services. They therefore frequently do not meet
the prescribed requirements to register a speciality. The SACSSP and the national DSD are
currently discussing a possible resolution to provide interim measures for registration of social
workers as specialist in adoption to address the current impasse (Engelbrecht, 2018). This
process has not been finalised, so no measures have been implemented yet.
In South Africa, the Children’s Act (38 of 2005) and the Adoption Policy Framework and
Strategy (DSD, 2010a) prioritises adoptions as a preferred form of permanent alternative care for
young adoptable children in line with The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC) and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (African Children’s
Charter). The purpose of adoptions is to protect children and to promote the goals of permanency
by providing stable permanent alternative family care. The emphasis is on the fact that children
have a right to grow up in permanent and stable families, and that adoption should be based on
the child’s best interest and rights. The Guidelines on National Adoptions (DSD, 2010b) and The
Hague Convention on Protection of Children and Cooperation in Respect of Intercountry
Adoption (Hague Conference on Private International Law, 1994) and the United Nations
Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children (United Nations, 2009) confirm that all adoptionrelated procedures and matters should be of a very high standard.
Adoption is often viewed and described as a legally and ethically complex process since
it involves the rights of the child, the birth parent/s and the adoptive parent/s, and these rights are
often conflicting (Vorster, 2015). These parties are often referred to as the three parties to the
adoption triad. Adoption is also a lifelong process in the sense that although adoptions often
entail physical separation of the parties, a psychological presence and/or relationship that
revolves around specific themes seems to remain. It affects the parties across their lifespan and
can have a ripple effect throughout their lives (Child Welfare Information Gateway, n d). This
lifelong impact requires that professionals working with adoptions must ensure that the rights of
all parties are protected throughout the process. Issues related to ethics and adoptions change
over time as adopted children become adults and their knowledge of their genetics and historical
identity may come into play. The complex nature of the ethics related to adoption is confirmed
by the shared experiences of many adult adoptees affected by adoption (Johnson, 2015). Johnson
(2015) described adoption as the only trauma in the world where everyone expects the victims to
be grateful and appreciative The adoptive parents’ happiness about building a family is
2

contingent on the loss of a life with a birth family on the part of the child and the birth parent’s
sorrow about losing their child, perhaps due to circumstances they could not control.
The legal process of adoption entails the voluntary consent of the legal custodian or
guardian of the child. According to The Hague Convention’s Guide to Good Practise (HccH,
2008), it is critical to ensure that the consent is properly given and without inducement and that
solicitation is prevented. The guidelines also recommend that these processes are overseen by
personnel that adhere to proper ethics. The media often publish stories of adoptions that have
gone wrong and where birth mothers allege that they were pressured into adoption by adoption
professionals without understanding the long-term legal implications. During 2017 an in depth
investigation by CNN into alleged trafficking in intercountry adoptions from Uganda , found
that multiple birth families were coerced into placing children for intercountry adoptions , with
the hope of better schooling and a better future. Various adoptive families affected by this
scheme shared their testimonies in this regard (Kaye & Drash, 2017).
The Hague Convention on the Protection of Children and Cooperation in Respect of
Intercountry Adoption (1994), the Children’s Act, 38 of 2005, and the National Practise
Guidelines on Adoptions (DSD, 2010b), highlight the prevention of inducement, exploitation,
sale and trafficking of children and the prevention of improper financial gain through adoptions
as the most important areas that must be regulated to prevent unethical practices. Adoption social
workers are allowed to charge professional fees as prescribed. The previous minister of social
development, Bathabile Dlamini (2011), publicly expressed her concern about the alleged
behaviour of adoption practitioners who are driven by financial gain and who have very little
regard for the best interest of children involved. A spokesperson for the DSD, Lumka Oliphant,
states that adoptions should not be commercialised and that babies are not for sale (Farber &
Louw, 2015). These sensitivities further confirm the need for adoption social workers who are
able to identify and manage complex issues related to ethics and adoptions, since the financial
source of income is often the professional fee paid by the prospective adoptive parent.
The presence of dilemmas born from the complex ethics of the adoption process places a
great responsibility on the adoption social worker when it comes to ethics. The adoption social
worker has the responsibility to maintain unquestionable ethics with respect to adoptions and to
assist all the parties of the triad in such a way that they negotiate the adoption process in
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accordance with the spirit of the definition of adoption services (DSD, 2010b). Schweitzer and
Pollack (2006) report dilemmas resulting from complex ethics related to adoption that include a
breach of confidentiality related to the medical status of all the parties involved, contacting
references as part of the screening process, biological mothers who “shop” between adoption
service providers to compare possible financial gain or who attempt to exclude the biological
father. Social media posts of birth mothers advertising their children for adoption have recently
been reported, which further confirms the potential for challenges involving ethics within this
scope of practice. During 2015 there was a criminal investigation against a young mother who
allegedly tried to sell her toddler on the online classifieds website, Gumtree. (Regchand, 2015).
Social media, search engines, blogs, chat rooms, webinars, photo-listings and an array of other
modern communications tools, all facilitated by the internet, are transforming adoption practices,
challenging current laws and policies, offering unprecedented opportunities and resources, and
raising critical issues surrounding ethics, legality and procedure. Adoption professionals,
legislators, and the personally affected parties, by their own account, have little reliable
information, research or experience to guide them in how to best respond to the above mentioned
potential ethical challenges introduced by electronic media (Howard, 2012).
As the director of a CPO and a board member of the National Adoption Coalition, the
researcher is in a position to identify areas within adoption practice that can lead to potential
unethical conduct. This may be because of ignorance or a lack of insight or understanding by
social workers on how the ethical principles of confidentiality and client self-determination apply
to adoption. Confidentiality and self-determination are often challenged in practice when a social
worker’s own cultural belief system about the right of the extended family in adoptions are
prioritised over the right of the consenting birthparent. Cases have been reported to the National
Adoption Coalition of South Africa (NACSA) where social workers contacted members of the
extended family to inform them about the proposed adoption against the wishes of the birth
parent.
Another potential dilemma is the complete disconnect between the number and profile of
children in need of adoptions and the numbers of fit and proper prospective adoptive parents and
their adoption preferences. According to the register for adoptable children and adoptive parents
(RACAP) the majority of prospective adoptive parents screened and registered want to adopt
young, healthy Caucasian or Indian children, whereas the majority of children registered and
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available for adoption are black, older South African children. This has been the reality since the
register became active. It appears that adoption social workers continue to recruit and screen
prospective adoptive parents despite the clear lack of these children’s availability within the
current child protection and adoption system. The adoption screening process has been described
by adoptive parents as being time-consuming, intrusive, difficult and sometimes costly (Vorster,
2015). Referring to the analysis of RACAP, the ongoing recruitment of desperate and hopeful
applicants with limited prospects of placing an adoptive child with them, raises more questions
about professional ethics.
In a study done by the Human Sciences Research Council of South Africa on the beliefs
and perceptions of South Africans about adoption, Mokomane and Rochat (2010) report that
practising social workers experienced a lack of consistency and uniformity in the interpretation
and implementation of legislation because of a limited knowledge and understanding of the
unique dynamics of adoptions. They also confirm that the attitudes of social workers and the
shortage of social work staff and resources affect the sector negatively. The lack of knowledge,
expertise and capacity among the service providers is exacerbated by the inclusion of social
workers from the DSD, as provided by the second amendment act. This group of emerging social
workers, most having been excluded historically from rendering specialised adoption services,
will need specialised training and guidance on the complex ethical and legal matters.
Many aspects of adoption raise dilemmas with respect to ethics that touch on competing
rights among the parties with regard to information, autonomy, respect, privacy and equity.
Freundlich and Phillips (2000) report in Adoption and Fostering that there is a need to
understand questions around ethics such as openness, the role of race and culture in adoption
planning and post-adoption services better. They also state that there are powerful market forces
that are affecting policy and practice with respect in the adoption of children in both the United
States (US) and the United Kingdom (UK) and elsewhere. There are issues that cross-cut assisted
reproduction and adoption that challenge concepts of identity and autonomy. The identification
of these dilemmas provides a basis for shaping adoption policy, legislation and standards of
practice in ethical ways.
The Brown University (2015) defines ethics as “a set of standards for behaviour that
helps us decide how we ought to act in a range of situations. In a sense, we can say that ethics is
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all about making choices, and about providing reasons why we should make these choices”. All
social workers are bounded to an ethics framework that embraces the universal value of ethics
(Schweitzer & Pollack, 2006). The International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) is one of
the largest social work organisational member bodies, representing social workers from 80
different countries. The IFSW realised the importance of ethical guidelines and developed an
ethical code of conduct for social workers around the world. This ethical code has been accepted
by different countries and revised to fit the different needs of these countries (NASW, 2017).
Australia and the US specifically have been focusing on social work ethics over the past few
decades as ethical standards in social work have been transformed since the National Association
of Social Workers published its first code of ethics in 1960. This one-page ethical guideline has
since developed into the current Code – ratified by the NASW Delegate Assembly in 1996,
implemented in 1997, and revised in 1999 and again in 2017. It comprises six broad ethical
principles and 155 ethical standards when it comes to social work service rendering (Reamer,
2015).
During a workshop in 2016, the NACSA (2016) in collaboration with the DSD, explored
and emphasised dilemmas with respect to ethics that the adoption sector experiences, as well as
the subsequent growing need to assist adoption service providers and to protect beneficiaries.
Some of the dilemmas that were raised refer to the practice challenges that are experienced
during decision making and application in the following areas: conflicting rights of the parties to
the triad regarding the role of extended family; confidentiality within the current adoption
system; mothers’ rights to client self-determination; social media in post-adoption contact and
search; the role of different cultural frameworks in decision making and application; openness in
adoptions; a child’s right to adoption information while growing up; and the role of money in
adoptions.

1.3 Rationale and Problem Statement
Based on the various ethical challenges, it appears there are adoption-specific ethical
challenges. Although adoption social workers are also bound by the general code of ethics and
rules for social work professionals (SACSSP, 2003), this code is written broadly to apply to
social workers in varied practice roles and does not address the specific challenges related to
ethics experienced in decision making and application in adoption practice. In the field of
adoption service delivery, ethical decision making requires social workers to critically reflect on
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all the potential consequences of such a change, the risks and the benefits, as well as all the
people who could potentially be affected by such a change (Reamer, 2006), i.e. biological
parents, children and adoptive parents. Ethical decision making becomes imperative as adoption
social workers make recommendations that impacts the complete lifespan of these parties. The
adoption process requires that conflicting rights and ethics are considered in practice, during
decisions, legal interventions, and counselling.
This study firstly explores adoption-specific themes and dilemmas related to ethics; and
secondly develops an ethical guideline for adoption social workers and how it can be applied in
practice in South Africa.
For the purpose of this study the research question is formulated as follows:
What are the ethical principles to be considered in the development of an
ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa?

1.4 Contribution of the Study
This study is of necessity as adoption is a speciality where unique issues arise from
ethics. To the knowledge of the researcher, there are no specific ethical guidelines available to
address the adoption practice in South Africa. The results of the study could play a crucial role in
assisting adoption social workers and policy makers with an ethical guideline to improve
adoption services by addressing dilemmas in social work practice.
The adoption of children raises several human rights issues. It is therefore essential that
the whole process of adoption should be guided by the principle of identifying and acting in the
best interests of the child. Measures are needed in several areas to better protect children and
their rights during adoption procedures. Most of the human rights of children relating to adoption
that are set out in international and European standards and the procedures to which they give
rise, are well accepted. However, a number of issues are still proving to be controversial, and this
has implications for the implementation of these standards (Cantwell, 2011). From time to time
situations arise that present difficult questions of law and social work ethics. These situations
have no clear or simple solution. There is usually no single statute, regulation, judicial opinion,
or ethics interpretation that one can turn to that will lead to a solution that can be confidently
selected as the right solution (Schweitzer & Pollack, 2006).
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Howard (2012) recommends that policy and law enforcement officials should
commission research and hold hearings to determine whether changes in law or policy are
needed to serve their constituents who are affected by adoption and to ensure that everyone is
protected from scams, exploitation or the risk of psychological harm. In 2016, the British
Association of Social Workers (BASW) commissioned an enquiry into the role of the social
worker in adoption with a focus on ethics and human rights in order to provide the BASW with
up-to-date knowledge and evidence from key stakeholders. Stakeholders include social workers,
managers, adult adoptees, adoptive parents, birth parents, siblings, policy makers and academics.
The focus of the enquiry was on how ethics and human rights issues and legislation are
understood and how they inform practice in an effort to support BASW in developing its policies
in this area (Featherstone et al., 2016).
With the above in mind, this study provides the adoption social workers in South Africa
with guidelines on how to deal with dilemmas related to ethics in adoption. In order to provide
an answer to the research question, certain aim and objectives were identified.

1.5 Research Aim and Objectives
The general aim of this research study was to develop an ethical guideline for adoption
social workers in South Africa.
In pursuit of this aim, the researcher proposes the following research objectives:
Objective 1: To do a rapid review on existing national and international ethics
documents for adoption social workers to identify the most appropriate guidelines in dealing
with dilemmas resulting from complex ethics in adoption social work.
Objective 2: To use the results of the rapid review so that a Delphi panel (consisting of a
panel of experts, such as members of the SACSSP; presiding officers from the children’s court
issuing adoption orders; and accredited organisations and social workers rendering adoption
services) develops, adapts and refines an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South
Africa.
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1.6 Research Methodology
1.6.1

Research approach and design
The overall research approach to this study was qualitative in nature. The research design,

according to Creswell (2009 p 234) is a “plan and procedures that span the decision from broad
assumption to a detailed method of data collection and analysis”. The qualitative researcher uses
rich data gathering methods in the form of written or spoken language to obtain in-depth and
descriptive data from the participants (Howitt, 2010). The qualitative approach appeared to be
appropriate as it could help the researcher explore and describe the development of an ethical
guideline for adoption social workers. An exploratory design is suitable for a research problem
when there are few or no earlier studies to refer to. The focus is on gaining insights and
familiarity for later investigation when problems are in a preliminary stage of investigation
(Fleury & Fernet, 2012).
In an effort to achieve the aim of this study, the researcher identified two research
objectives. Objective 1 was to conduct a rapid review on existing national and international
ethics documents for adoption social workers to identify the most appropriate guidelines for
dealing with dilemmas caused by complex ethics in adoption social work. Objective 2 was to use
the results of the rapid review to, together with a Delphi panel (consisting of a panel of experts
such as members of the SACSSP; presiding officers from the children’s court issuing adoption
orders; and accredited organisations and social workers rendering adoption services) develop,
adapt and the content of an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa.
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1.6.2

Objective 1: A rapid review of existing national and international ethics documents
for adoption social workers to identify guidelines for dilemmas resulting from
complex ethics in adoption social work.

1.6.2.1 Review approach
A rapid review is a method used to obtain knowledge in a shorter period of time than
what is needed for a systematic review (Harker & Kleijnen, 2012; Tricco et al., 2015). According
to the Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse (2014), a rapid review could be described as an
instrument that sums up certain topics to provide a factual baseline for answering paramount
questions in a short amount of time. A rapid review would therefore serve an important role
when making the evidence known to policy and decision makers since a rapid review complies
with a strict scientific method (Siriwardhana et al., 2014).
The study used the steps described by Dobbins (2017) that correspond with the steps of a
systematic review (Fleeman & Dundar, 2014):
(i)

Define a research question (Dobbins, 2017) that is relevant and focused, clearly defined
and answerable. A preliminary literature study was conducted to determine whether there
is literature on the existing ethical guidelines for adoption social workers (King et al.,
2014).

(ii)

Search for research evidence (literature) to answer the research question (Dobbins,
2017). During this literature study, the sources mentioned in 3.2.1 were researched. Only
Afrikaans and English sources were used. Grey literature was used if it suited the time
frame (King et al., 2014).

(iii)

Critical assessment of sources of information (literature) (Dobbins, 2017). The
checklist and flowchart of the PRISMA theorem was used in the quality assessment of
the literature (Moher et al., 2010)

(iv)

Synthesise the evidence - "Put it all together" (Dobbins, 2017). During this step, the
relevant information was summarised on a data withdrawal table and conclusions relevant
to the research question were formulated. This table included the following: titles,
author(s), date of publication, type of publication (e.g. summary, synthesis, single study,
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article, book, website, dissertation, and conference publications), and relevance to
answering the research question. Narrative summaries were followed up with a
discussion of the limitations of the rapid review (King et al., 2014).
(v)

Identify the applicability and transferability of aspects for further consideration
during the promise process (Dobbins, 2017). This step is essential for determining the
appropriateness of the information obtained for the local context (South Africa), which
will increase the chances of success utilising the information received.
Dobbins (2017) provides a framework to write the 20-page report after the quick review.

According to King et al. (2014), it is common to publish the quick review report online. The
report of the planned volatile review will be published in article format.
1.6.2.2 Define the research question
The preliminary literature review gives rise to the research question, which was refined
by the SPIDER framework (Table 1.1) (Meinck & Spreckelsen, 2018). The refined question
reads as follows: What ethics principles should be considered in the development for an ethical
guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa?
Table 1.1: SPIDER framework
S

Sample (the population of interest)

Adoption social workers
National and international
literature on adoption ethical
guidelines, codes of ethics for
adoption workers, complex
ethics in adoption

PI Phenomenon of interest

D

Design – study design

Rapid review

E

Evaluation – outcomes

Narrative content and
synthesis of acquired data

R

Research type – qualitative, quantitative/mixed-methods

Qualitative research
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1.6.2.3 Search Strategy
Databases
The researcher conducted a preliminary search in databases on the North-West
University’s library catalogue (OneSearch portal) on 8 April 2018. For the purpose of this study
the following databases were searched and used for completion of the rapid review: eBook
Collection (EBSCOhost), PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, SocINDEX with Full Text, Academic
Search Premier, CINAHL with Full Text, JSTOR Journals. These databases rendered the most
accurate results with regard to psychosocial behavioural sciences. The purpose of the scoping
search (Dundar & Fleeman, 2014) was to create an outline of available literature on the particular
research topic. After conducting a scoping search, the researcher had a better understanding of
the topic being reviewed. An experienced librarian assisted the researcher to identify keywords
that helped to refine the search.
Table 1.2: Search Strategy
KEYWORDS
LEVEL ONE

“Adoption social work” OR “adoption
practice+”

FIELD
All Text

AND
LEVEL TWO

“Adoption ethical guideline+” OR “Ethics
principle+” OR “Policy maker+”

All Text

AND
LEVEL
THREE

Ethic* OR “Ethics dilemma+”

All Text

Has a scope review been done to determine how many possible studies are available on the
topic?
A scoping search was done independently by both researchers.
Year / time range of publication
There were no limiters as all information could be vital in conducting this rapid review.
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Target population
The number of studies found using the key word configuration was 183.
Clearly indicate which of the following factors were included / excluded from the search?
Table 1.3: Inclusion & Exclusion criteria
INCLUDE IN SEARCH

Panellists
Publication type

Design
Outcome

EXCLUDE
FROM
SEARCH

Social workers, policy makers, legal experts
Full text journal articles, Peer-reviewed articles, Nonpeer-reviewed publications, Review studies, PhD
theses, Masters dissertations, Conference proceedings,
Studies published in languages other than English
and/or Afrikaans (only if the author can supply
results/article in English and responds on time).
National and international ethics codes that can assist
in developing an ethical code for adoption social
workers
Qualitative and quantitative studies, cross-sectional,
organisational records, case studies,

Experimental
studies

Any studies that relate to ethics of adoption

1.6.2.4 Method of determining relevance
The researcher screened the titles and abstracts of the initial documents found.
Method of determining quality
The researcher determined the quality of the documents as follows:
(i)

How many reviewers were involved in the quality appraisal?
This rapid review was done according to the seven steps described by Dobbins (2017),
which were followed closely to ensure quality. Two reviewers were involved in the
quality appraisal. The second reviewer’s role was to guide the researcher in the method
and to make sure of the student’s search strategy.
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(ii)

Indicate who the reviewers are and what their involvement in the appraisal was
This rapid review was done by two reviewers, Katinka Pieterse and Hanelie Malan. The
first reviewer was the researcher. The researcher conducted all seven steps of the rapid
review process and wrote the report. The second reviewer acted as an independent
reviewer to ensure quality and assist the student researcher with the process.

(iii)

Indicate which institution’s guidelines for quality appraisal was used / adapted, e.g.
NICE, ADA, PRISMA, EPPI, etc.
For the purpose of the quality appraisal, the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis) was used. “The PRISMA flow diagram
represents a standardised approach to reporting how many studies were identified for
inclusion in your review, and what happened to these studies as your review progressed”
(Boland et al., 2017). It is the preferred guideline for quality appraisal in this review. The
flow diagram of the PRISMA theorem (Liberati et al., 2009) as presented in Figure 1.1
was used in the planned quick review.
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Figure 1.1:

PRISMA Flow Diagram
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The process (steps) followed for this rapid review
Identification: Records were identified by means of searches on the databases based on
the key words mentioned in point 1.6.2.2. Additional records were also identified by other
searches.
Screening: All duplicates of records were deleted. Records were selected on the basis of
the PRISMA checklist. Records were divided into two groups: approved or inclusive and
exclusive records. Both numbers were documented.
Suitability: Full text records that were assessed for suitability were documented. The
reasons why the unsuitable records could not be used were also documented. Both numbers were
documented.
Enclosed: Enclosed records were documented for qualitative summary and meta-analysis.
This number was documented.
When differences occurred in any of the steps, it was discussed and evaluated, after
which the consensus decision was recorded with all the numbers.
Data retrieval can be seen as the process where relevant data relating to the research
question are stored in a single format of a data retrieval form (Fleeman & Dundar, 2014).
(i)

Identify the data to be extracted. The purpose of data retrieval is to get information to
enable the researcher to answer the research question (Fleeman & Dundar, 2014). It
involved the identification of the articles, documents (grey literature), books, reports,
conference articles, training programmes, web pages available in the North-West
University (NWU) library. Full texts of documents, summaries and titles were researched
in the research study.

(ii)

Design the data withdrawal form and data withdrawal tables. A protocol was
compiled with the supervisor to determine what data would be sought to the research
question. The criteria for exclusion was documented as well as the reasons for exclusion.
The specific location in the documents was marked where data is obtained (Fleeman &
Dundar, 2014). It is valuable if the protocol can be tested on at least three of the enclosed
materials (Fleeman & Dundar, 2014).
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(iii)

Planning for cooperation. In order to ensure that both the student and the supervisor
follow the same process in data withdrawal, the procedure was cleared in advance. It is
necessary to make clear notes of where the data has been withdrawn to clarify differences
as soon as possible (Fleeman & Dundar, 2014).

(iv)

Decide when data retrieval will be realised and where the extracted data will be
stored. Since most data retrieval took place electronically, the relevant sections were
copied and pasted into the data retrieval form. This saved time and reduced typing errors
(Fleeman & Dundar, 2014). Extracted data were coded from the beginning in order to
facilitate processing.

(v)

Complete the data retrieval tables. Fleeman and Dundar (2014) recommend that the
following tables be included in the protocol: study characteristics (for example, study
name, identify whether full paper or abstract, type of study, intervention / exposure, study
population, country, follow-ups, outcomes, study sponsorship); participant characteristics
(for example, average age, gender, specific participant characteristics of interest) and
study results (for example, primary outcomes, secondary outcomes)

(vi)

Report extracted data in dissertation. Extracted data should be displayed in an
interesting way so that those interested in the data can easily understand the data. Tables
were described in a narrative manner to describe data (Fleeman & Dundar, 2014).
Differences and similarities in the extracted data were indicated.

1.6.2.5 Data analysis / synthesis methods
Data synthesis were conducted by both reviewers independently extracting data by means
of the NOTARI and MAStRI data extraction tool by The Joanna Briggs Institute (2011) for
qualitative methodologies and quantitative studies respectively. As a comprehensive study of the
literature was done, a pre-arranged thematic data withdrawal form or protocol was used
(Khangura et al., 2012; Tricco et al., 2015). According to Khangura (as cited by Tricco et al.,
2015), only a descriptive summary or categorisation of data takes place during a quick review.
1.6.2.6 Ethics
In pursuing Objective 1, the researcher made use of a rapid review and did not make use
of any human participants. There was therefore no risk involved in the efforts to meet this
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objective. The validity and reliability of the data were established by following the rigorous
methodology of a rapid review as described by Boland et al. (2014) and Uman (2011). The
trustworthiness was ensured by the expert knowledge of the study supervisor and the researcher.
The study supervisor trained the researcher on how to conduct a systematic review. A proposal
was submitted to a panel of experts who could share their knowledge of the topic and the
methodology to further ensure trustworthiness. The proposal was then submitted to the scientific
committee COMPRES (Community Psychosocial Research) and the HREC (Human Research
Ethics Committee) of the Faculty of Health Sciences of the NWU (North-West University), who
approved it.
Hard copies of the data of the proposed investigation were stored in a closed fireproof
cabinet in the office of the researcher during the investigation. Printed copies were stored in the
same cabinet. A soft copy was stored on the same laptop of the researcher that was used for the
research. The laptop is protected with a password that only the researcher can access. The hard
and soft copies will be permanently destroyed after the examination of the research report.
1.6.2.7 Choice and structure of the report
The completed research report included a research protocol, search strategy, screening,
and critical appraisal, details of the data extraction and data analysis process, as well as details of
strategies used to determine the validity and reliability of the study.
The researcher first did a rapid literature review on existing ethical guidelines that
address dilemmas resulting from complex ethics in adoption social work, followed by Round 1
of the Delphi process. In Round 1, the Delphi panel identified dilemmas resulting from complex
ethics in adoption in South Africa and suggested guidelines for how to deal ethically with the
dilemmas. The researcher integrated the findings from the rapid review and Round 1 of the
Delphi process and developed an ethical guideline for adoption social workers. In Rounds 2 and
3 of the Delphi process, the guidelines were sent back to the panel for further refinement. The
following is a discussion of Objective 2.
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1.6.3

Objective 2: Using the results of the rapid review, a Delphi panel (consisting of a
panel of experts, such as members of the SACSSP; presiding officers from the
children’s court issuing adoption orders and accredited organisations and social
workers rendering adoption services) developed, adapted and refined an ethical
guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa.

1.6.3.1 Research method
The researcher utilised the Delphi process in pursuit of Objective 2, which focused on
the refinement of the developed content of an ethical guideline for adoption social workers. The
Delphi process is a useful tool for reaching a consensus in a systematic manner. It is especially
helpful for bringing together specialists and professionals from a variety of disciplines who may
not be able to communicate as a group due to geographical and time-related scheduling
constraints and/or costs. Furthermore, the process prevents effects related to group dynamics,
such as more powerful participants, in this case panellists, dominating group discussions
(Betancourt et al., 2015).
A further strength of the Delphi process is that the formalisation of the methodology, the
amount of data, the number of experts involved, and the diverging opinions make it a popular
and credible approach for policy makers. This process allows for the refinement of a document
design, and in this case, the development of an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in
South Africa. The ethical guideline developed for adoption social workers through the use of a
rapid literature review were evaluated by sending the guideline to a sample of experts in the field
of adoption for evaluation and review (Habibi, Sarafrazi & Izadyar, 2014). The disadvantage of
using this method is that it is often difficult to convince people to answer a questionnaire twice.
The dropout rate increases after the second or third round, so most current studies are limited to
preparation and two rounds.
In this study a qualitative Delphi research process was used to answer the proposed
objective. The basic steps of the Delphi process can be outlined as follows:
(i)

Delphi Round 1: Develop the initial broad question, which is the focus of the Delphi. The
question the researcher posed to the panel was to identify dilemmas resulting from
complex ethical challenges involving adoption in South Africa and make suggestions of
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what could be included in a guideline on how to deal with the dilemmas resulting from
complex ethical situations.
(ii)

Testing the question: The question was posed to a few experienced adoption social
workers, and to make recommendations for adjustments.

(iii) Release and analysis of Round 1: The question was distributed to the Delphi panellists,
who completed the open-ended question and returned it to the researcher. The results of
Round 1 were qualitatively analysed.
(iv) The information from the rapid literature review and the responses of Round 1 of the
Delphi were integrated to form a baseline document on ethical guidelines for adoption
social workers.
(v)

Release and analysis of Round 2: In Round 2, the newly developed guideline in the
format of an agreement index (ADDENDUM B) was released to the Delphi panel for
further comments by the panellists, and after completion it was returned and analysed.
Panellists were first given the opportunity to verify that Round 1’s responses did indeed
reflect their opinions and were given the opportunity to change or expand their Round 1
responses, since the other research panellists’ answers were shared with them. Ranking and
rating the output of the first round is common (Schmidt, 1997). Continuous verification
throughout the Delphi process is critical to improve the reliability of the results (Adler &
Ziglio, 1996).

(vi) Develop Round 3: The Round 2 responses were used to further refine the guideline and
the feedback received from the agreement index with additional questions to verify the
results.
(vii) Release and analysis of Round 3: The final round of analysis was conducted following a
similar process used to analyse the data in Rounds 1 and 2: used the appropriate technique
for the question type (e.g. coding for open-ended, qualitative questions).
(viii) Verify, Generalise and document research results: The Delphi results were verified
(usually continuously through the Delphi) and the extent the results can be generalised.
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1.6.3.2 Delphi panel
A population can be described as a collection of individuals having common
characteristics that the researcher is interested in studying (De Vos et al., 2011). For the purpose
of this objective, the Delphi panel consisted of experts. The experts for this objective were
selected with care with the specific goal in mind. In this study the persons referred to as the
Delphi panel (Habibi et al., 2014) consisted of experts representative of the three professional
sectors in adoption, members from the SACSSP, presiding officers/commissioners from the
children’s court issuing adoption orders, as well as organisations accredited to deliver adoption
services and accredited social workers in private practice who are suitably knowledgeable about
the ethics on adoption in the context of the South Africa. Adoption is an area of speciality and it
was important that the Delphi panellists have extensive experience or expertise in the area the
research is investigating.
Members who voluntarily indicated their availability for this review were included in the
study. Panellists gave consent for participation in the Delphi.
1.6.3.3 Sampling method
The study included non-probability sampling method (Babbie, 2013; Creswell & Clark;
Grinnell & Unrau, 2011 and Rubin & Babbie, 2014) during which the researcher intentionally
selected the sample with a specific purpose in mind.
Panellists were selected for their ability to describe the phenomenon or part of the
phenomenon under study and were able to review the ethical guideline developed after a rapid
review for adoption social workers in South Africa. As a result, the predetermined selection
criteria used as basis for sampling directed the sampling process (Babbie 2017; Bless et al.,
2013; Maree, 2016). The researcher used the database for accredited adoption service providers
as issued by the DSD. This database contains the names and e-mail addresses of the social
workers working at the 59 organisations accredited to deliver adoption services, as well as 93
social workers in private practice accredited to do adoptions in South Africa, thus a total of 152
accredited social workers. The database is available to the public.
The researcher also contacted the secretary of the adoption task team, advisory to the
professional board for the contact details of the two members of the SACSSP who serves on the
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professional board and who deals with adoption matters on behalf of the council. These members
were recruited purposively by means of e-mailing an open advertisement. Those who replied to
the advertisement and indicated that they will take part in the research were contacted.
The researcher also used snowball sampling to recruit presiding officers/commissioners
from the children’s court who issue adoption orders. A snowball strategy is appropriate for
finding information-rich participants. An expert within the confines of this study are defined as
an individual with experience in adoption. Since the research topic is narrow, the field of
potential participants is limited. In an effort to manage the results of the research study and to
obtain enough information to make valid conclusions, 15 participants (4 to 5 presiding
officers/commissioners in each of the provinces: Gauteng, Western Cape and North-West) were
recruited as panellists with the goal of obtaining a minimum sample size of at least 5.
The researcher began with a small population of known individuals and expanded the
sample by asking the initial panellists to identify others that could participate in the study. The
initial panellists did not only identify others, but also send them the recruitment flyer or contact
them so that the new panellist could choose if they would like to contact the researcher. In other
words, the sample started small but "snowballed" into a larger sample through the course of the
research.
1.6.3.4 Proposed sample and motivation
According to Montello and Sutton (2013), a sample is a subset of measurements drawn
from the population in which the researcher is interested and should be representative of the
population of the study. Following the recommendations from Delphi literature, there should be
10 to 18 people in each panel (Okoli, Pawlowski, 2004).
In this research the Delphi panel consisted of two members from the SACSSP that
specifically deals with adoption issues, four presiding officers/ commissioners from the
children’s court issuing adoption orders, as well as five social workers from organisations and
five social workers in private practice who are accredited to deliver adoption services and who
were suitably knowledgeable about ethics on adoption in the context of South Africa.
The sampling strategy relates to firstly the fact that there are currently only a few socalled specialist presiding officers that deal with adoption matters full-time and who have
22

extensive experience in this field. Secondly, many of the organisations accredited do not have a
specialist adoption programme and render adoption services as part of their child protection
programmes. The five organisations that were selected have a specialist focus on adoptions and
employ adoption specialists. This design also permits comparison of the perspectives of the
different stakeholder groups.
The researcher intentionally selected panellists that met the following inclusion criteria:


Professional board members from the SACSSP dealing with matters concerning the
ethical conduct of adoption social workers.



Social workers in private practice accredited by SAASWIPP to render adoption
services.



Social workers at accredited CPOs with a specialised adoption programme and who
renders adoption services.



The social work panellists had to have a minimum of five years’ experience in the field
of adoption to be suitably knowledgeable about the ethics on adoption in the context of
South Africa.



Presiding officers/commissioners with a minimum of two years’ experience presiding
over adoption cases.
All panellists had to have access to an e-mail. The members acted as Delphi panellists

and had to answer the open-ended research question and commented in Rounds 2 and 3
regarding the refinement of the guideline, via e-mail.
1.6.3.5 Data Collection Method
Delphi studies are usually conducted by mail. The use of e-mail can speed up the
communication process and was therefore selected as the mode of communication for this Delphi
study (Loo, 2002).
Specialists and professionals from a variety of disciplines formed part of the Delphi
panel. In the first round the panel answered a question sent to them via e-mail. Delphi studies can
employ a structured questionnaire in the first round, but in this study during the first round,
panellists were presented with a single, open-ended question: “Based on your experience and
knowledge of the field of adoption in South African, describe as many aspects as possible that
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should be addressed to encourage ethically sound adoptions”. The open-ended nature of the first
round’s question allowed panellists to state their own ideas, views and opinions on the problem
under investigation, without any restrictions (Cramer, Klasser, Epstein & Sheps, 2008; Keeney,
Hasson, & McKenna, 2001). Allowing panellists to make contributions during the first round
without a seed list, helped with the development of a set of ideas, views and opinions that are
more representative of those of the panellists. The researcher did not make use of structured
questionnaires during the first round, because there is also the risk that the offered items may be
open to researcher bias, which could influence the results of the study. After the first round the
researcher integrated the information from the panel with the information from the rapid review
and developed a baseline ethical guideline for adoption social workers.
Round 2 was developed based on the data collected in Round 1 and after common themes
were derived. Similarly, Round 3 was conducted in order to seek clarification and to explain
agreements or disagreements in order to arrive at consensus. The data were discussed with the
study supervisor after each round of the Delphi panel. The outcome of this phase was to adapt
after concepts for an ethical guideline that have been defined and clarified for adoption social
workers.
1.6.3.6 Trustworthiness
The researcher focused on four aspects namely credibility, dependability, confirmability
and transferability to ensure the trustworthiness of this study (Rubin & Babbie, 2010).
Credibility refers to internal validity. The researcher implemented well recognised
research methods to ensure that the study is carried out in a way that enhances credibility. The
researcher asked the same questions to all the panellists in order to ensure credibility. The
researcher also handed over the interpretation of collected data to her study leader, Dr Malan, for
further assurance of credibility.
Dependability indicates how consistent the findings are and that it could be repeated. The
researcher also adhered to the following criteria to ensure dependability as set out by Botma et
al. (2010) and Shenton (2004):


The researcher provided a detailed account of how the data was collected.
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The researcher described the methodology, the planning of the study as well as the
execution of the study.



The researcher analysed the data from the first round qualitatively by identifying similar
themes and integrating the information from all the panellists into a single document.
The data from Rounds 2 and 3 were used to refine and continuously verify the data
throughout the Delphi process in order to develop the ethical guideline for adoption
social workers in South Africa.
Neutrality, for this study, was ensured through confirmability. Amankwaa (2016, p. 121)

states that confirmability is known to be the neutrality and shaping of the research by
participants. The data collected is not the opinion of the researcher, but information collected
from the panellists. The researcher remained unbiased. To reduce being bias in the analytical
process, the researcher included an independent co-coder to confirm findings and to ensure that
the data and interpretations of the findings are sound.
Lastly, a dense and thick description of the data collected from the panellists ensured
transferability. Transferability allows the collected data to be compared across different contexts
(Creswell, 2013, p 252). This means the degree to which the findings can be applied to other
contexts and settings or with other groups. It is the ability to generalise from the findings to
larger populations. The researcher describes the data as thoroughly as possible in order for the
reader to apply the findings to another context.
1.6.3.7 Data analysis
In the first round an open-ended question “Based on your experience and knowledge of
the field of adoption in South African, describe as many aspects as possible that should be
addressed to encourage ethically sound adoptions”. Was distributed to the Delphi panellists.
After completion of the open-ended question the information was returned to the researcher. The
results of Round 1 were qualitatively analysed by means of a manual method, using a thematic
analysis methodology. This enabled the researchers to obtain key content areas for a draft
guideline document.
The information from the rapid literature review and the responses of Round 1 of the
Delphi were integrated and this formed the baseline of an ethical guideline for adoption social
workers. In Round 2 the newly developed guideline was sent to the Delphi panel in the format of
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an agreement index .They had the opportunity to change or expand on the baseline of an ethical
guideline as developed in Round 1,
With each round, the categories were revised to arrive at precise categories that eliminate
any redundancies. Using data from each round, it was analysed for common ideas, with notations
regarding similar and discrepant responses. Although the goal was to obtain consensus, all data
were reported, including discrepant cases. However, discrepant responses are not used as
common themes in the final results. Continuous verification throughout the Delphi process was
critical to improve the reliability of the results (Adler & Ziglio, 1996).
In the final stage of the Delphi process the respondents were given an opportunity to
verify the collective responses, and to further refine if needed. If a sufficient amount of
information has been collected and / or the research question has been answered and the
respondents are in consensus, the Delphi process comes to an end. The process may also be
terminated by the researcher or the experts if it is felt that it is not possible to further refine the
guideline and no new information will be produced and thus data saturation has been reached.
The study supervisor assisted the researcher on the process to ensure quality and data saturation.

1.7 Ethics
Research ethics were considered during the research of Objective 2. Babbie (2014) states
that persons involved in social science research should be aware of the general guidelines shared
by researchers about what is proper and improper conduct during scientific enquiries. The study
was approved by the HREC of the Facility of Health Sciences of the North-West University,
Potchefstroom Campus (NWU-00114-18-S1). (Addendum A). The researcher adhered to the
following ethics principles:
1.7.1

Experience of panellists
With the use of the Delphi process it is often difficult to convince people to answer a

survey twice. The dropout rate increases after the second or third round and can this be a
disadvantage to the study. Delphi studies are time-consuming and labour intensive and thus
requires thorough preparation on the side of the researcher. The research took approximately
eight weeks to collect all of the data. Delphi studies are time-consuming and labour intensive.
The panellist are professionals that are very busy, and it was difficult to convince people to
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answer a questionnaire twice. They did report that they experienced frustration with repeating
themselves. The agreement Index send during Round 2 were a very lengthy document which
took a lot of the participants time.
1.7.2

Risk and benefits
The study is mainly focused on the professionals rendering adoption services. This study

took place in the comfort of the panellists’ offices and at a time convenient for them to complete
the questionnaires of the different rounds of the Delphi process. The study held no risks for the
panellists. After the panellists indicated that they were willing to take part in the study, the
researcher made the first contact via telephone or personal communication as a strategy to
function as a preliminary notice, but also to establish an open line of communication between a
potential panellist and the researcher. The first contact was used to explain the purpose of the
study, answer questions, and confirm potential panellists’ willingness to participate in the study.
The researcher then used several follow-up and reminder strategies to encourage participation in
all the rounds and further collect data from members of a study.
There were no direct benefits for the panellists in this research. However, the
development of an ethical guideline for adoption social workers can be beneficial to the social
science. Calculating the potential risks and benefits, it seems that this study holds more benefits
than risks.
1.7.3

Vulnerable participants
The participants who made up the Delphi panel are all professionals and there were no

vulnerable participants in this study.
1.7.4

Incentive/reimbursement
The panellists completed the open-ended question and refined the ethical guideline in

Rounds 2 and 3 of the Delphi process in their offices and use emails to take part in this research,
hence no inconvenience and costs were involved for the panellists. No remuneration was offered
to the panellists in the study. The researcher wrote a personal message to each panellist, thanking
them for their valuable time to participate in the research study. The research study and costs
involved were for the account of the researcher.
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1.7.5

Authorisation
The researcher applied to the HREC at the North-West University for permission to

conduct the research study. There was no need to get permission from any other department to
conduct this study.
1.7.6

Goodwill, permission and consent
The researcher wrote a goodwill permission letter to the chairperson of the SACSSP to

get permission to include members of the council dealing with adoption, in the study. The
researcher also wrote goodwill permission letters to the managers of the CPOs accredited to do
adoptions to give permission that the social workers working with adoptions can be contacted.
The researcher did not need to send goodwill permission letters to social workers in private
practice rendering adoption services as they were not reliant on an organisation to decide
whether they could participate or not. They did sign the informed consent document to state their
willingness to participate in the study. The researcher also did not need to get permission from
the presiding officers/commissioners in the children’s court that issue adoption orders, as they
acted as individuals and not to represent the court in this matter.
The researcher appointed an independent person to act on behalf of the researcher to
recruit the panellists and get their informed consent after the gatekeepers granted permission.
(Addendum C1, C2, C3, C4) After permission was granted by the respective gatekeepers, the
researcher asked the identified gatekeepers to send the advertisement, via e-mail, with
information regarding the study to the identified panellists. The advertisement indicated that if
the reader wanted to participate as panellist, they could click the indicated link on the page. By
clicking the link, the participant confirmed that they have read the inform consent form and have
decided that they will participate as panellist in the research study described in the advertisement
and that participation in this research study was voluntary. If the panellist had any additional
questions, they could contact the researcher.
1.7.7

Confidentiality, anonymity and privacy
Anonymity is a key feature of the Delphi process, which serves four fundamental

purposes: it assures the expert panellists’ rights; prevents group think; prevents dominance by
influential or high-profile individuals; and encourages independent decision making. The Delphi
process is a group communication process where the panellists never meet each other or know
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who else participated in the process. Furthermore, there is the guarantee of anonymity of the
panellists’ individual responses and these are never known to one another. Though this may
potentially lead to a lack of accountability for the response, this is not unique to a Delphi process
and is true for other self-report tools as well. Anonymity can be achieved at various levels.
Panellists may be completely unknown to each other. There should be no potential for other
panellists to ascribe a response to any individual and the researcher should not reveal their
identities. In highly specialised areas, the panellists may deduce who the others are, even though
their judgments and opinions are anonymous. This has been termed quasi-anonymity (Vernon,
2009). The nature of the Delphi process requires that the researcher follows up with the expert
panellist, which prevents total anonymity, rendering it quasi-anonymous (Keeney et al., 2006).
Confidentiality is maintained by delinking the data from the person and utilising numbers for
returned e-mails.
A key advantage of the Delphi approach is that it avoids direct confrontation of the
experts. The panellist sent their comments only to the researcher via e-mail. The identity of each
panellist was kept confidential and only the information received from each panellist reported on.
1.7.8

Role players
The researcher appointed an independent person who send out the letters to get goodwill

permission from the gatekeepers as well as recruit the panellists and get their informed consent
after the gatekeepers granted permission. The independent person acted on behalf of the
researcher to prohibit conflict of interest.
1.7.9

Expertise of researchers
The researcher is a qualified social worker registered with the SACSSP as well as an

accredited adoption social worker, and has experience in the specialised field of adoption since
2000. The researcher is also contracted by the DSD to do training of social workers on adoption,
which places her in and excellent position as an expert in the field of adoption and the intended
research. The researcher’s supervisor is the programme coordinator of the post-graduate masters
in social work child protection programme and has experience in conducting different types of
research. The supervisor also completed training in the use of rapid reviews as a research
method. The work of Keeney and McKenna (2011), The Delphi technique in nursing and health
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research, is central to the guidance of the student. Prof Roestenburg, an expert in the use of the
Delphi process, also provided assistance in this regard.
1.7.10

Facilities
The research took place in the privacy and convenience of the panellists’ offices. The

Delphi study was conducted via e-mail, which resulted in speeding up the communication
process. The panellists had to have access to a computer and e-mail address.
1.7.11

Risk level of the study
The proposed research study was of a very low risk level. No risk is foreseen for the

panellists in that data will be collected through surveys.
1.7.12

Dissemination of results
After the research was completed, the researcher wrote the research report and

communicated to the panellists that it has been completed and what the benefits were. Each
panellist was also personally e-mailed a summary of the research findings.
The researcher will also be able to present the official findings at the yearly Adoption
Indaba held jointly by the National Adoption Coalition and the DSD and if approved at the
Eurodopt International Conference in Scandinavia during 2020.
The findings of this study will be released and published in the Child and Youth Service
Review.
1.7.13

Storage and archiving of data
The management of information relates to how the information gathered is managed

(Babbie, 2017). During the research process all hard copies of information related to this study
were kept secure in a lockable cabinet in the researcher’s office to which only the researcher has
access. Electronic data are password-protected on the researcher’s computer and names of
panellists were not written on Delphi panel’s answer sheet, instead numbers were allocated to
panellists to hide their identities. The panellist lists containing the real names and
pseudonyms/numbers allocated to the panellists are stored with the research data. After
completion of the study all data will be stored according to the regulations of COMPRES
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research entity for a period of five (5) years. Afterwards, it will be erased or destroyed in the
prescribed manner.

1.8 Choice and Structure of Report
An article format was chosen to meet the requirements for the degree Masters of Social
Work. In order to meet the criteria of the Child and Youth Service, the article must consist of an
introduction, problem statement, aims of the research and the research methodology that will be
used.
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The dissertation is structured as follows:
Chapter 1: Orientation to the research: This chapter provides the background and
introduction to the study
Chapter 2: Literature Review: The chapter provides an in-depth review of relevant
literature and theoretical frameworks that anchor the study.
Chapter 3: Article 1: A Rapid review on existing national and international ethics
documents for adoption social workers to identify the guidelines most appropriate in dealing
with dilemmas resulting from complex ethics in adoption social work.
Chapter 4: Article 2: Using the results of the rapid review, a Delphi panel (consisting of a
panel of experts, such as members of the SACSSP; presiding officers from the children’s court
issuing adoption orders and accredited organisations and social workers rendering adoption
services) develops, adapts and refines the content of an ethical guideline for adoption social
workers in South Africa.
Chapter 5: Conclusion and recommendations: Conclusions are drawn from the data and
recommendations are made for the content of an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in
South Africa.

1.9 Conclusion
This chapter introduced the study; outlining the context and background to the study, its
aim and the objectives and a summary of preliminary literature. It also provided a proposed
outline for the research, an overview of the research methodology outlining the population and
sampling, data collection and analysis methods and measures to be considered to ensure the
trustworthiness of the study. It also provided a discussion of ethics issues to be taken into
consideration and closed with the definition of key terms. The next chapter provides a
comprehensive and critical review of literature that is relevant to this study.
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Chapter 2 LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction
Adoptions are subject to strongly held views and emotions and also have complex
implications for children over the course of their lives. It is often portrayed in a very positive
way or in a very negative way. In the words of an adoptee, “Adoption is both the greatest and
worst thing that has happened to me” (Anon., 2016). Adoptions often include issues around
ethics that only emerge once families undergo lifecycle transitions.
Research shows that adoption is evidenced to be the best option for children who have no
family and that it is supported over other forms of care that brings permanency. The current
legislative and policy framework are well established and appears to be enabling and suggests
that if effectively implemented it should be a viable solution for children who are without
suitable permanent family care (Mokomane et al., 2010).
In South Africa, the attention is often drawn to an array of issues related to concerns
about the complexity of the ethics involved in adoption. To some extent, the unique complexities
appear to relate to the fact that legal adoption results in a permanent change to a child’s identity,
which often entails the presence of conflicting needs and rights among parties affected by
adoptions for the duration of their lives. The adoption process is further viewed as a long, painful
and complicated process, which is another contributing factor (Mokomane et al., 2010).
The complex ethics and legal challenges inherent to adoption requires that adoption
service providers have a sound ethical approach and an ability to balance the challenges
surrounding ethics and competing rights among the parties in adoptions.
There are no specific guidelines available in South Africa to address the reported
challenges that occur in decisions surrounding ethics in adoption practice. Some challenges
identified in literature appear to have a global presence and others appear to be unique to South
Africa. The results of this study could therefore play a crucial role in assisting adoption social
workers and policy makers to formulate guidelines for ethics that can promote sound ethical
adoption practice.
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This chapter aims to firstly explore adoptions within a South African context, focusing
specifically on themes, trends, patterns, and challenges unique to the South African context.
Secondly, it focuses on specific global themes that have been identified as areas that give rise to
challenges with the ethics involved in adoptions.
The chapter also reviews literature addressing the theoretical foundation of ethics, the
underlying ethical values and principles relevant to adoptions, existing relevant codes of ethics or
guidelines for ethics, and examples of good practice that could prevent and or address challenges
related to ethics in adoptions.

2.2 Adoptions in a South African Context
2.2.1

Background
An adoption can be described as a legal process by means of which the parental powers,

rights and responsibilities over a child are terminated and vested in another person or persons,
namely the adoptive parent or parents (cited by Mokomane et al., 2010). The main purpose of
adoption is to protect and nurture children by giving permanence to the relationship between the
child and adoptive family and to provide a continuous relationship between the child and family,
even after the age of majority.
Adoptions have occurred and been legislated in South Africa since 1924, but have
historically been more prevalent in white communities. After 1994, adoption provisions were
reviewed and the current legal and policy frameworks are defined and governed by different
global and national instruments (DSD, 2010b). From a policy perspective, adoptions are widely
recognised and supported, more so than other forms of care, because of the permanency it brings.
Despite the enabling relevant legal and policy frameworks that aim to encourage the uptake of
adoptions, numbers have remained low and static in South Africa for many years (Mokomane et
al., 2010)
Currently there is no clear data on the exact number of children that could potentially be
adoptable. Considering the estimated number of 1.5 million children that need parental care in
South Africa and the increase in the prevalence of child abandonment over the past few years, an
assumption can be made that there are high numbers of children that could benefit from
adoptions (DSD, 2010b).
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2.2.2

Relevant global and national legislative and policy frameworks
There are a number of global and national instruments that define and govern the legal

and policy framework for adoptions in South Africa.
Adoptions are prescribed by the Children’s Act (38 of 2005). The Act aims to promote
adoptions as a legal form of alternative care for adoptable children. It further promotes family
and kinship care and see institutional care as a last resort. Adoption is also a specialised area in
the field of child care and protection as provided for by the Children’s Act and the Social Service
Professions Act 1978 (110 of 1978).
Adoptions are further governed by various global and regional commitments like the
United Nations CRC and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the child (hereafter
African Charter). According to the United Nations CRC (1989), “The state is obliged to provide
special protection for a child deprived of the family environment and to ensure that appropriate
family care or institutional placement is available’’. The emphasis is on the best interest of the
child as the paramount consideration in adoptions, and importantly, all parties must give consent
to the adoption after being informed and having received counselling. The principle of
subsidiarity is also prioritised as intercountry adoptions can only be considered if no suitable
national placement could realise. Adoptions should not result in improper financial gain and
Article 30 highlights the importance of preserving the cultural identity of a child, including the
right to enjoy his or her own religion and language.
The African Charter recognises adoptions and requires that states ensure that the best
interest of the child be the paramount consideration and that intercountry adoptions be seen as a
last resort (Mokomane et al., 2010). South Africa has also acceded to The Hague Convention on
the Protection of Children and Cooperation in respect of intercountry adoption (1994) and its
provisions are law in the country. The convention provides specific safeguards aimed at
preventing any abuses during intercountry adoptions.
During 2010 the national DSD developed an adoption policy framework and strategy
(DSD, 2010a) based on recommendations in the research report of the Human Sciences Research
Council (HSRC) on perceptions, beliefs and barriers that affect adoptions. The strategy focused
on the promotion of adoptions by addressing the identified barriers to adoptions in South Africa.
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The DSD, in consultation with key stakeholders, also developed Practice Guidelines for
National Adoptions (DSD, 2010b). These guidelines identify important broader key operating
principles and practical considerations and practice rules for adoptions. It supports the principle
that all appropriate measures should be taken to ensure that all adoption service providers act in
accordance with relevant national and international instruments and that they should have a high
standard of practice.
Some key guiding principles that are emphasised includes working from a child-centred
perspective, preserving and supporting families, preference for family adoption and adoption
within the child’s community, importance of confidentiality and the right to privacy, the
prevention of improper financial gain in adoptions and the importance of taking the cultural
needs of children into consideration. There is also an emphasis on the high level of competency
required of adoption service providers with regard to their level of training, skills, knowledge,
and professionalism (DSD, 2010b).
2.2.3

Barriers to adoptions as a childcare option in SA
According to the study done by the HSRC of South Africa on the beliefs and perceptions

of South Africans towards adoption, (Mokomane et al., 2010), adoption is viewed as the best
long-term alternative care option for children who have no family, network of care and who have
no alternative to institutional care. It has many developmental and emotional benefits for young
children. However, in South Africa foster care is the most widely preferred form of alternative
care. Foster care does not provide for permanency and after reaching the age of majority youths
can be at risk as they have to fend for themselves (DSD, 2010b). One of the main reasons
provided for the preference for foster care is the fact that in African customary law, foster care
does not affect the family of origin’s status negatively, but adoption does. Adoption results in
permanent severance of all parental rights and responsibilities, something that contravenes
African norms and culture (Rochat et al., 2016).
Table 2.1 provides statistics of children by care placement arrangement for 2012, 2017,
2018 and 2019. This information confirms the low number of adoptions compared to other
forms of care.
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Table 2.1: Children according to childcare placement, 2012, 2017/18 & 2019
Estimated number of
children in foster care
2012

Estimated number of
orphaned children
2019

Estimated number of
children in residential
care facilities 2018

Number of adoptions
registered in SA
2017/2018

494 992

3.5 million

21 000

1 186

Source: De Vries (2019); Flash report: Amendment Bill (2019) Draft White Paper for Social
Development (2019).

As already mentioned, adoption numbers have remained static for many years despite a
well-developed and enabling legal and policy framework that should have encouraged and
resulted in more adoptions.
The notable decline of the number of adoption orders issued since 2010 as shown in
Table 2.2 below are concerning.
Table 2.2: Adoptions registered in SA for the period 2010 to 2018

Source: National Adoption Register, 2018

According to Selman (2012), the annual global numbers of intercountry adoptions also
declined from 45 000 to 29 000 for the period from 2004 to 2010. According to his study, this
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decline is largely due to the decline in numbers of children placed from China, Russia and Korea.
Reasons provided for the decline includes the suspension of adoptions due to corruption, growth
in national adoption programmes, an inability by some countries to control the rapid expansion
and ‘demand’ for children, and legislative and policy changes. There is no clear evidence that the
number of children in need of adoptions has decreased.
No evidence-based information could be found that offers reasons for the continuous
decline in adoptions in South Africa. A few research studies have, however, been conducted in
South Africa with the aim to understand the reasons for low numbers in adoptions, of which the
research study conducted by the HSRC on behalf of the DSD can be viewed as providing very
meaningful information (Mokomane et al., 2010). The results from this study also formed the
basis of the 2010 National Adoption Policy Frame and Strategy. The study explored perceptions
and beliefs of South Africans towards adoptions, focusing specifically on the blockages that
prevent communities from adopting children.
According to Mokomane et al. (2010), the results from the qualitative research study
identified key systemic and practical barriers to adoption as reflected in Table 2.3 below.
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Table 2.3: Key barriers to adoption in South Africa
1. Service provider
obstacles








This refers to a shortage of human resources, lack of
training and awareness among the staff responsible for
adoptions and extensive delays during the adoption process.
There are also legal barriers to adoption in SA,
inconsistencies in legal processes, delays in adoptionrelated court proceedings and a lack of specialised training
of magistrates and court personnel with respect to adoption.
Government social workers are unsure of their role in this
area of specialty and they lack knowledge about adoption.
There is a shortage of social workers and available adoptive
parents to meet the increasing pool of children in need of
adoption.

2. Resource allocation
challenges



There is a lack of specialised services to respond to the
special needs of adoptive children and their families and the
lack of an adoptive family grant prevents people from
adopting.

3. Knowledge-based
obstacles



There is poor understanding of the need for and benefits of
adoption and a lack of understanding of when adoption
should be considered as the most appropriate form of care.

4. Cultural and social
obstacles



Evidence shows that traditional belief systems and cultural
practices play an instrumental role in low adoption rates in
South Africa.

According to Gerrand (2018), it is clear that the presence of strong ancestral beliefs are in
conflict with legal adoptions in South Africa. There is a preference for informal childcare
practices and placements based on the flexibility it provides. Parents still have a claim to their
child and it does not result in permanent severance.
A study conducted by Rochat et al. (2016), researchers found that socio-cultural
influences in child care practices and forms of care showed that regardless of laws and policies,
extended families are seen as the most appropriate form of care in the absence of parental care in
South Africa. The study identified that family preservation is a priority and that kinship care is
favoured in Africa and South Africa. It is believed that this placement is the best form of
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alternative care, since the child remains in a familiar environment and trauma and losses are
minimised (Save the Children, 2007). However, there are concerns. Grandmothers often become
the foster parents and they often live in poverty and struggle to meet the family’s basic needs.
The study also points out that family placements can lead to confusion over roles and
relationships. There is also an indication that in these types of placements that there is the
potential for exploitation, abuse, and neglect of children in kinship care, particularly in
placement with distant relatives living in poverty (Save the Children, 2007).
The study confirms that foster care is the most widely preferred form of alternative care
and that there has been a 96 % increase in foster care placements in South Africa since 2000.
The results also highlight the national shortage of human resources to implement the
Children’s’ Act and the shortage of competent adoption professionals, which seems to influence
the low numbers of adoptions (Mokomane et al., 2010). Rochat et al. (2016) confirm that
participants raised the topics of a lack of access to good and quality adoption services, with
specific reference to a lack of knowledge among government social workers regarding the
adoption process. This is supported by the fact that there are only 13 773 registered social
workers in South Africa. This shortage of human resources further causes delays in processing,
screening and placement in adoptions.
Inadequate resource allocation, socio-economic factors and a lack of minimum norms and
standards are also key areas of concern that play a role in inadequate service delivery (Matthias
& Zaal, cited by Mokomane, 2010).
In conclusion, there is a clear indication that socio-cultural beliefs, lack of monetary
subsidies, shortage of competent social workers to provide quality services, inconsistencies and
delays and a widespread lack of knowledge of adoptions are instrumental in the low numbers of
adoptions in South Africa.
2.2.4

Themes, trends and patterns in adoption in South Africa
As mentioned, the literature reviewed confirms that adoption promotes permanency and

has considerable benefits compared to residential care and other forms of temporary alternative
care. On the other hand, the statistics on child protection South Africa presents a bleak picture,
with high rates of abandonment and children in need of alternative care reported (De Vries,
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2019). Yet as already alluded to under Table 2.2 adoption rates remain low and are decreasing in
South Africa.
Research conducted by Blackie (2014) suggests that adoption as a form of alternative
care is often not supported by government social workers, nurses, and police officers. Results
show that government officials working in the abovementioned sectors have voiced cultural
concerns around adoptions and that because of these concerns, they are actively preventing
adoptions from taking place. Adoption is a matter of public, social and political interest and a
deeply personal family development process rooted in culture and context (Mokomane et al.,
2010). This insight provides confirmation of the potential far-reaching impact and implications
of adoption. It further highlights that when conversations about adoption take place,
consideration should be given to the systemic context and public perceptions of adoptions, since
it can inform decisions about placement in alternative care, like foster care and adoptions. It
could also play a role in adoption rates and the development of specific trends and patterns of
adoptions. Based on this review, the following trends and patterns could be identified:
2.2.4.1 Placement and care practices
Adoptions must be seen within the context of other placement and care practices. Kinship
and family care are promoted by the Children’s Act. Statistics further indicate that foster care is
preferred in South Africa. This can be due to the foster care grant, cultural beliefs, or a
preference for informal and less permanent family placements. Residential care is viewed as a
last resort. Specifically abandoned children could potentially benefit from adoptions when they
become available and if it serves the child’s best interest (Gerrand, 2018).
2.2.4.2 Declining rates in adoption
As previously discussed, adoption rates remain low in South Africa and this trend is
continuing.
2.2.4.3 Public perception of adoption
Another important theme identified is the bad reputation of adoptions in the public
domain. It is often publicly perceived that adoptions and the adoption system are problematic,
difficult, and complicated. It is also commonly perceived that adoptions go hand-in-hand with
lengthy waiting periods. This public perception, although not totally unfounded, mostly relates to
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a lack of knowledge about adoptions. It also relates to the reported shortage of quality and
specialised service providers rendering adoption services and the inconsistencies in the
interpretation and implementation of processes among all relevant stakeholders (Rochat et al.,
2016).
2.2.4.4 The availability of adoption service providers and expertise
Adoption requires extensive screening and court procedures because it results in
permanent termination of parental rights. In the study of Mokomane et al. (2010), the authors
report that practicing social workers experience a lack of consistency and uniformity in the
interpretation and implementation of legislation because of limited knowledge and understanding
regarding the unique dynamics of adoptions. The study also confirms that the attitudes of social
workers and the shortage of social work staff and resources impacts negatively on the sector. The
lack of knowledge, expertise and capacity among the service providers is exacerbated by the
inclusion of social workers from the DSD, as provided by the second Amendment Act. This
group of emerging social workers, most of whom were historically excluded from rendering
specialised adoption services, need specialised training and guidance regarding the legal and
abovementioned potential complex ethics. A further concern in this regard is the proposed
amendments to the gazetted Children’s Amendment Bill of 2018, clause 133, which seeks to
amend Section 249. This amendment intends to delete all fees that may be charged for adoption
(Wybrow, 2018). The rationale for the amendment is to make adoption services more accessible.
If the proposed prohibition on charging professional fees in relation to an adoption should be
implemented, it will result in the closure of many accredited adoption service providers. More
expertise will be lost in the area of adoptions, a field that is already under resourced.
2.2.4.5 The role of race in recruitment and matching in adoptions
Research findings from Blackie (2014) show that prospective adoptive parents also tend
to have racial preferences when it comes to matching a child for adoptions (Gerrand, 2018).
The role of race in adoption in South Africa should be explored when considering
specific trends. Gerrand (2015) confirms that there is a lack of prospective local adopters in
South Africa. Her research shows that due to the before-mentioned barriers, many black South
Africans are prevented from coming forward to adopt.
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Statistical records of the Register of Adoptable Children and Adoptive Parents (RACAP)
confirm that there are lower numbers of black South African prospected adoptive parents when
compared to applicants from other racial groups. In personal communication it was confirmed
that the register also shows that the majority of children who are legally adoptable in South
Africa are black (RACAP) (Chavalala, 2018).
Based on the statistical record, it appears that in the South African adoption system the
availability of black adoptable children currently outweighs the demand. The demand for Indian
and white adoptable children outweighs their availability. Many applicants therefore struggle to
adopt children of the same race, which is the preference of international conventions and the
relevant South African legislation and practice guidelines. Same race matching is also preferred
for purposes of racial and cultural identity. Social workers struggle to find parents for the many
adoptable children. The complete disconnect between the number and profile of children in need
of adoptions and the numbers of fit and proper prospective adoptive parents and their adoption
preferences poses an ethics dilemma.
According to RACAP, the majority of prospective adoptive parents screened and
registered want to adopt young, healthy Caucasian or Indian children, whereas the majority of
children registered and available for adoption are black, older South African children. This has
been the reality since the register became active in April 2010. It appears that adoption social
workers continue to recruit and screen prospective adoptive parents despite the clear shortage of
available children in the current child protection and or adoption system. The adoption screening
process are already described by Adoptive parents as being a time-consuming, intrusive,
difficult, and sometimes costly (Vorster, 2015). Referring to the analysis of RACAP, the ongoing
recruitment of desperate and hopeful applicants with limited prospects of placing an adoptive
child with them, and an already cumbersome adoption process, even more questions about ethics
are raised.
2.2.4.6 Perceptions and attitudes relating to intercountry adoption
South Africa is involved in intercountry adoption and the South African government
acknowledged the need for this service by acceding to the Hague Convention on the Protection
of Children and Cooperation in respect of Intercountry Adoption in 2003. The Children’s Act 38,
Chapter 16 gives effect to the Convention and legally prescribes intercountry adoptions.
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Intercountry adoptions based on the principle of subsidiarity should be considered as a
permanent placement option for adoptable children deprived of permanent family care (DSD,
2013). However, it is controversial and poses many challenges and potential risks. The study by
Mokomane et al. (2010) shows that many South Africans have reservations and discourage
intercountry adoptions. It raises emotions about African children’s loss of cultural roots.
2.2.4.7 Adoption Costs
Charging fees for adoptions are currently prescribed in terms of Regulation 107 of the
Children’s Act (38 of 2015). It is further regulated by the DSD. Money and its potential
influence on adoptions also remains a widely discussed area of concern within child protection.
There appears to be concern that unlike other areas of child protection, the involvement of
money in adoptions can lead to competition between professionals. It can also provide
opportunities for improper financial gain and influencing the outcomes in adoptions (DSD,
2010b).

2.3 Areas of Concern with Regard to the Ethics Involved in Adoptions Globally
2.3.1

The role of professional ethics in adoptions
The complex nature of the ethics of adoption is central to most discussions on the topic.

Adoption involves the rights of the birthparent, the child and the adoptive parent. Ethical
challenges change over time as the adoption parties go through different life stages. It is
imperative that professionals working in adoptions have a strong ethical approach in ensuring the
rights of all the involved parties at all points in the process.
Ethical dilemmas may arise in situations where social workers have to balance the
sometimes contradictory needs and rights of others. Social work also contains the potential for
misusing of power. Professional ethics should therefore be central to adoption policy frameworks
and practices. Professional ethics involve specific values that can give direction when
professionals have to make decisions around complex issues (Barry, 2009).The values with
respect to adoption should firstly be based on the general values underlying the profession.
However, due to unique challenges and concerns about ethics in adoption practice, specific
values should be key in adoptions.
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The Literature review revealed some examples of different sets of values specific to
adoptions and the following discussion provides some examples.
According to Freundlich and Phillips (2000), adoption specifically leads to the ethics of
competing rights among the parties with regard to information, autonomy, respect, privacy and
equity. The four key areas of concern with regard to adoption ethics are explored by
abovementioned authors, including:


the role of race, culture and national origin,



the market forces of adoption, which includes a theme of demand for and supply of
babies for adoption, high costs associated with adoptions,



the impact of secrecy, openness on members of the triad



and the impact of reproductive technologies on adoptions.
An ethical framework can guide the decision making process around complex challenges.

It can further promote decision making processes that are realistic, impartial and thorough.
According to the CRC the best interest of the child shall be a primary consideration in all actions,
proceedings and decisions (CRC). The Donaldson Institute, situated in the US developed a
values framework based on the principle of the best interest of the child. Two levels of values are
identified, namely individual values and systems values. Individual values include respect,
beneficence, autonomy and knowledge, whereas systems values deal with accountability and
responsibility of service providers in relation to those they serve. This framework allows for the
consideration of ethics at both an individual and systems level. When applied to adoption, this
would on an individual level explore the balance between a child’s right to permanency, racial
and cultural identity and at a systems level consider the values of justice, equity and
accountability (Freundlich & Phillips, 2000).
According to Dukette (cited by Freundlich & Phillips, 2000), when value issues are
assessed with respect to adoptions it should be done within the context of the purpose of
adoption, which is to provide for the healthy rearing of children.
Siegel and Reamer (2007) identify the following key values within adoptions, namely
duty to help the helpless child, recognising human relatedness in the context of families,
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acknowledgement of the dignity and worth of every individual, and the value of expertise and
science through professional behaviour.
Based on the above mentioned key values identified in adoptions, increased consideration
and attention should be given to openness, duty of aid and truth telling, self-determination,
autonomy, the role of race and culture in adoption and the need for post-adoption services.
Global issues with regard to adoption ethics
The literature review revealed key themes of global issues related to ethics and adoption.
The identification of these issues should provide a basis for shaping adoption policy, legislation,
and standards of practice in ethical ways.
2.3.1.1 Supply versus demand
Increased demand for young healthy babies due to increased infertility rates and a decline
in availability of healthy new-born babies are resulting in a disconnect between the supply of
babies and the demand for prospective adoptive applicants (Freundlich & Phillips, 2000).
A study done by Peter Selman (2012) on children adopted through intercountry adoption
worldwide for the period between 2004 and 2010 confirmed that annual global numbers declined
from 45 000 to 29 000. The profile of children, including the age, medical and emotional needs
has also changed. Fewer infants are available, more older children and children with special
needs are available. The continuous decline of the numbers of children placed while the demand
for children for adoption remains high, can give rise to illicit and unethical practices and has
become an area of concern.
2.3.1.2 Commercialisation of adoption
Higgens and Smith (2002) identify potential tension between the legal procedure of
adoptions and the very emotive issues surrounding it. Reference is specifically made to the
marketing of adoption due to the changing face of child adoption. The disconnect between what
is referred to as the ‘supply and demand’ in adoption appears to be central to the increasing need
for marketing and recruitment of adoptive applicants. Adoption service providers are at times
confronted with a shortage of adoptive applicants and then have to use marketing to popularise
adoptions and to recruit applicants. This leads to specific ethical challenges, especially when
adoptable children are used for advertising by adoption service providers.
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There are concerns that the child’s welfare and interest can be compromised by the way
in which marketing is used for adoption since marketing focus mostly on the need of the
‘consumer’, not the needs and rights of the child. The importance of protecting and reserving the
interest of the child should be paramount in marketing within adoptions (Higgens and Smith,
2002).
This is also relevant to the South African context, since the National Adoption Strategy
also includes recommendations to marketing and public and media campaigns to popularise
adoptions due to the low rates (DSD, 2010a).
2.3.1.3 Recruitment practices
The abovementioned disconnect in ‘supply and demand’ also leads to the practice of
family finding or recruitment of adoptive parents. Service providers recruit prospective adoptive
parents to develop a pool they can use to match adoptable children (Higgens & Smith, 2002).
Recruitment tools utilised often include advertising in the media, public talks and hosting
open days. Advertisements can either be done from a position where the focus is on the abstract
concept of adoptions, or it can be child-specific. The latter raises concerns, since children can be
treated as a means, and their interests can be compromised. It is widely acknowledged that
marketing and advertising can help to get adoptable children adopted. However, due
consideration of the child should take priority in the approaches taken (Higgens & Smith, 2002).
2.3.1.4 Lack of post-adoption support
The need for post-adoption supportive services are widely acknowledged (Featherstone et
al., 2018. Support to adoptive families, birthparents and children often ceases after the legal
adoption. According to a study done by Waid and Alewine (2018), it appears that families may
be the most in need of support after the adoption when children experience developmental
changes. The impact of adoption is lifelong, and the challenges children and adoptive families
experience occurs over time.
The study shows that there are specific factors that can influence how children adjust
after the adoption. The age of the child at the time of the adoption appears to be important and
findings show that children over 12 months have more challenges with bonding and attachments.
The pathway through which the child was adopted also plays a role, and it shows that children
56

adopted with prior inconsistencies in caregivers, prolonged residential care, intercountry
adoptions and exposure to adversity and deprivation, are more likely to struggle with attachment
and a display of behavioural problems (Waide & Alewine, 2018).
The BASW enquiry into the role of the social worker (Featherstone et al., 2018) shows
that there is strong consensus that post-adoption services and support should be improved,
specifically due to ethical issues raised in relation to adoptive parents that often are left on their
own to cope with traumatised children. Post-adoption services should also be available to all,
including birth families who are affected for many years by the painful long-lasting impact of
losing a child.
2.3.1.5 The role of money in adoption
Professional fees and costs are generally prescribed and regulated, and accredited
adoption organisations should be situated within a legal context that works with a non-profit
objective. The Hague Convention on the Protection of Children and Cooperation in Respect of
Intercountry Adoption (1994), the Children’s Act 38 of 2005 and the National Practice
Guidelines on Adoptions (DSD, 2010b) highlight the prevention of inducement, exploitation,
sale and trafficking of children, and prevention of improper financial gain through adoptions as
the most important areas that must be regulated to prevent unethical practices.
However, there are often allegations that adoption is a money-making scheme, and that
service providers are making a profit from child adoptions. This is especially relevant to the
South African context and the practice of -intercountry adoptions. Vorster (2015, p 4), indicated
that, the government has alleged, that some adoption service providers charge exorbitant fees for
adoptions.
2.3.1.6 Conflicting rights of parties in adoptions: openness, right and access to information,
disclosure, and confidentiality
Many aspects of adoption raise dilemmas which touch on the competing rights of the
parties with regard to information, autonomy, respect, privacy and equity. Freundlich and
Phillips (2000) report in Adoption and Fostering that there is a need for a better understanding of
the ethics involved in openness in adoption.
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Reamer and Seagel (2007) emphasise that because social work is value-based there are
many issues and dilemmas pertaining to ethics, and even more so in policy and practice related
to adoptions. Ethics issues relating to openness, access to information, contact and disclosure in
adoptions are identified. The majority of adoptions in the world today involve some form of
exchange of information and or contact between birth families and adoptive parents, also referred
to as open adoptions. The presence of some form of openness in adoptions is now widely viewed
as best practice, since it appears to be for the child’s benefit. The Donaldson Institute (2007) also
confirms in their report on safeguarding the rights and wellbeing of birthparents in adoption, that
secrecy in adoptions can be considered ‘bad practice’ and that it can have negative long-term
impact. Children need to have access to information pertaining to their medical background,
genetics, and their history. However, there are specific concerns related to open adoptions,
including conflict of interest in respect of privacy, confidentiality, truth telling, paternalism and
self-determination. The ethics and issues that arise from ethics play out over the lifecycle of an
adoption and creates pre-placement and post-placement challenges. Some of the pre-placement
challenges includes the extent to which the birthparents are involved in choosing an adoptive
parent, the right of the adoptive parents to accept or decline a proposed matching and the
discretion that practitioners have to place children in the care of prospective adoptive parents
prior to legal termination of biological parents rights.
Some challenges related to ethics in post-placement involve truth telling and deception in
adoptions. This is where parties to the adoption tri-ad or professionals purposefully withhold
information. This can compromise the relationship between the adoption parties. The issue of
disclosure and how much to disclose to children about their background, circumstances leading
to the adoption, and information about the birthparents are also quite complex. (Reamer &
Seagel, 2007).
2.3.1.7 Role of race and culture
As mentioned, the majority of relevant international and national legislative and policy
frameworks emphasise the importance of taking a child’s cultural, ethnic and religious
background into consideration when considering alternative care solutions. The African Child
Policy Forum (ACPF) argues that children’s right to cultural identity is central to adoption and
that the child’s right to be brought up within a family environment reflecting his ethnic,
religious, cultural and linguistic background should receive high consideration (2012).
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The role of culture and race in adoption is not only relevant to Africa, but also plays an
important role in other countries. There are often strong arguments for both sides of this sensitive
debate. The debate intensifies when transracial or inter-race adoptions are relevant. Although
transracial adoption, whether national or intercountry, can provide access to permanent family
care, some opinions are that it denounces the importance of race and culture and that it is actually
a form of culture and race genocide (Freundlich & Phillips, 2000).
There are problems that arise on the ethics related to injustices based on race and
economic stature emerges, but also for children with respect to their culture-based identity needs
and support in this regard (Freundlich, 2004). The importance of race and culture resurfaces
across the life cycle of adoptions, but also across the lifespan of adoptees affected by this.
Adoptees who were adopted interracially experience particular challenges regarding racial
identity (Featherstone et al., 2018).
Adequate attention and thought should be given to children’s racial and cultural needs
prior and long after the adoption. Children’s needs for permanency should be balanced with
consideration of their racial and cultural identity. Adoptive parents should also be equipped to
have insight and understanding of the importance of racial and cultural identity for the child.
2.3.1.8 Issues related to competence
Siegel (2013) emphasises the importance of having professionals with adequate training
and awareness of beliefs and values. She argues that social workers should have adoptionspecific training and competencies for working with adoptees, birthparents, adoptive parents and
extended family within a complex legal and ethical system. The unique challenges related to the
ethics of adoptions, including issues related to confidentiality, autonomy, self-determination and
conflicts of interest, requires that professionals have specialised adoption competency and
training.
The National Adoption Strategy (DSD, 2010a) also highlights that the shortage of social
workers are one of the key barriers to adoptions in South Africa. “The complex nature of
adoption requires highly skilled and competent staff….” (DSD, 2010a, p 47)
According to an insert written by Erin one of most common questions that prospective
adoptive parents ask is for the recommendation of ethical adoption organisations (Erin, 2015, p
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1). He bases this on the high occurrence and presence of reported experiences of unethical
adoption practices. Adoption service providers have the power to shape the nature of practice
and the environments in which they work.
2.3.1.9 The role of the internet communication technologies in adoptions
Adoption services are influenced by the internet and how this changes accessing
information and communication. It is increasingly being used for adoption-related activities. The
emerging area that affects practice is relatively unregulated and can pose some challenges related
to privacy and confidentiality and could compromise the child’s right and interest (Roby &
White, 2010).
The internet does not only pose some risks with respect to advertisements and photo
listing of children for matching purposes, it is also a means of increasing connections between
people who want to be connected, like parties in adoptions without guidance and/or supervision.
An article titled Untangling the web, explores the role of the internet in adoptions and concludes
that it is critical that all concerned about ethical adoption practices should determine how to use
the internet, ensuring that the rights of all parties are protected (Howard, 2012).
2.3.2

Theoretical foundation for adoptions: Systems and attachment theory
Though this review focuses on theories on the development of ethics, the nature of the

dilemmas resulting from complex ethics related to adoption necessitates a look at some of the
theoretical foundations of adoption, like the systems and attachment theories. The systems theory
explains how everything in a child’s environment affects growth and development. The interplay
between a child’s genetic makeup and environments is also acknowledged. A key element of this
approach is the acknowledgement that each child is an individual and a child’s development is
influenced by many factors, including temperament and external factors such as input from
parents and others. The theory is also based on the belief that children develop along different
lines simultaneously, and that with help and support they can recover from abuse and other
negative experiences.
Adoptive children’s development is further influenced by adoption specific external
factors. Loss is a central part in adoption and children placed for adoption experience multiple
losses, including loss of birthparents, biological extended family and potentially culture and or a
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country of origin, in cases of intercountry adoptions. Adoptive children often experience feelings
of betrayal, rejection, and sadness which relates to the relinquishment. They often struggle with
issues around separation, loss, guilt and intimacy that can create difficulties in relationships with
significant others. Adoptive families are also often confronted with issues related to boundaries.
Fravel in Journeys after adoption (2002) questions whether it is possible for birth family
members to really be “invisible” within the adoptive family structure. She based her question on
the mismatch between physical and psychological presence, referred to as “boundary ambiguity
“. Family boundaries are lived out through roles, but when there is boundary ambiguity there
may be a great deal of confusion in families. Even though there may not be a physical presence
of the different parties in adoption, there will always be psychological presence and this can
create tension in the adoptive family (Verrier, 1999).
The relevance of the attachment theory to this study is based on Schofield and Beek’s
(2006) comment that attachment theory provides a scientifically rigorous and practical
framework for making sense of children’s challenging behaviours and for supporting caregivers
in caring for such children. Attachments are formed during the first year of life. Developing a
secure attachment with a substitute carer is key to improving the outcomes for abused or
maltreated children. Children who experience repeated losses often have great difficulty with
forming relationships because they are emotionally shut off or because they behave in ways that
seem to undermine this goal, for example expressing deep anger and demanding attention in
unacceptable ways. Attachment theory explains these behaviours. Understanding such behaviour
is not the same as knowing what to do about it. However, it can go a long way in reducing
parents’ feelings of confusion and inadequacy (Subhani, Osman, Abrar, & Hasan, 2014).
Adoptive children often experience loss of various caregivers at a very young age and
therefore often lack the basis of a secure attachment. It is therefore of the utmost importance that
adoptable children are placed with adoptive parents without unnecessary delays. The delays
caused by the mentioned key barriers to adoption reflected under Table 2.3 are seriously
impacting on an adoptable child’s chance to have permanency and a secure attachment during
the first year of life.
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2.3.3

Theoretical foundation for professional ethics
As part of the effort to develop an ethical guideline for adoption social workers, the

researcher deemed it necessary to explore literature on the theory of ethics.
Ethics is about how human beings treat each other and the ecosystem. It covers matters of
rights, responsibilities, and wellbeing (Banks, 2015). Ethics theories can be described as rules for
decision making that can be applied in situations where ethics are in play. Ethics theory is based
on the assumption that people respond differently to decision making about ethics, necessitating
some form of an understanding of a set of common goals one would strive towards in such
decision making (Brown University, 2011). These goals include:


The principle of beneficence, which is associated with the utilitarian ethics theory and
which guides the person making the decision to do what is good and right.



The principle of least harm, where the decision maker seeks to do the least harm
possible.



Respect for autonomy, the focus being on allowing people to have control over their
own lives and that they can make decisions that apply to their own lives.



The principle of justice and high consideration should be given to what would be fair to
those involved.
Professional ethics focuses on identifying and describing general and universal principles

to guide ethical conduct. Different theories focus on different approaches in making decisions.
Three broad types of ethics theory were reviewed to provide different ways of looking at
problems related to ethics, namely the consequentialist, non-consequentialist and agent-centred
theory.
2.3.3.1 Consequentialist ethics theory
This theory focuses on the consequences of specific behaviours or actions. This category
of ethics theory is based on the utilitarian, egoistic and common good approach. The utilitarian
approach is about weighing the good and bad results of our actions. In the egoistic approach, the
person focuses on producing the greatest extent of good for himself in decision making. The
common good approach underscores that our actions should contribute to ethical communal life
and emphasise respect for others (Brown University, 2011).
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2.3.3.2 Non-consequentialist
The non-consequentialist theory is based on the duty-based, rights, fairness of justice and
the divine command approach. The duty-based approach emphasises the importance of personal
will and intention and that ethics action is taken from a sense of duty. The rights approach
promotes that ethics action should aim at protecting the ethics rights of those who will be
affected by the action. In the divine command approach, God’s will is seen as the essence of
ethics, whereas the fairness of justice approach is based on fairness being the basis for what is
considered just (Brown University, 2011).references)
2.3.3.3 Agent-centred
This theory is based on a virtue, feminist, and applied ethics approach. Virtue ethics are
concerned with the whole of a person’s life and that ethical actions should be consistent with
human virtues. Virtue ethics focuses on the qualities of character of the moral agent, and asks
‘what kind of person should I be?’ and ‘what would a good person do in this situation?’ (Banks
& Gallagher, 2009). As its name suggests, this approach sees the experiences of women and
marginalised groups in society as central to ethical decision making (Brown University, 2011).
However, more recently, care theorists have built their theory around relationships. They
focus on two moral perspectives: the justice perspective and the care perspective. The care
perspective focuses especially on the human dimensions of dilemmas resulting from complex
ethics, especially the implications of ethics decisions for the key relationships among the people
involved (Banks, 2015).
Viewing adoption through the ethics-of-care lens would encourage social workers to pay
very close attention to the ways in which their management of dilemmas related to ethics reflect
and honour the caring relationship they have with their clients, the client's primary relationships,
and the impact of the social workers’ decisions on their ability to meet their clients’ needs.
The ethics of care does not produce easy and quick answers to complex dilemmas
resulting from complex ethics. It does not substitute for analyses that consider complicated
questions about clients' fundamental rights, social workers' fundamental duties, and the
consequences of decisions on ethics. But, the ethics of care serves to remind us that, as social
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workers, we must always approach choices on ethics with a deep awareness of the effect they
have on the people we serve and the relationships that are important to them (Reamer, 2016).
According to Jedynak (2014), social work is one of the professions that require special
multi-faceted professional ethics. Social work is focused on improving the functioning of
individuals and families and their interactions in the context of their surrounding environment.
He further states that performing duties associated with the public good and the control involved
in exercising those responsible and socially desirable tasks, are central to social work as a
profession. He identifies four areas of where problems may arise with respect to ethics, including
direct support for individuals and families, the social workers’ values frame that may conflict
with professional values, social policy programmes and the relationships in the work place.
Social work interventions should be directed by a specific respect for values and moral principles
and it should be based on skills, knowledge, and the recognised values. According to the BASW
(2014) code of ethics for social work, some recognised values include human rights, promoting
human dignity and wellbeing, respecting the right to self-determination, promoting the right to
participation, treating each person as a whole, identifying and developing strengths, social justice
and challenging discrimination and unjust policies and practices.
2.3.4

Existing global and national codes of ethics and guidelines for social workers
Codes of ethics, guidelines and or standards of professional ethics are routinely

developed for specific professions. Professional ethics sets guidelines for conduct and protects
workers against immoral practices and helps workers to resolve possible dilemmas related to
ethics (Jedynek, 2014). Most of the literature reviewed makes a distinction between codes of
ethics, policy guidelines and ethics practice guidelines. The latter focuses on how general ethics
principles should be put into practice.
According to the code of ethics of the BASW (2014) ethical guidelines should consist of
ethics principles, but also show how it should be applied in practice. It should include specific
standards to guide social workers in practice and should provide a basis to identify relevant
considerations when problems surrounding ethics arise. The ethics principles should be based on
the core values that inform social workers’ practice.
In the absence of existing codes of ethics or guidelines specifically for adoption social
workers, the researcher reviewed existing social work codes of ethics.
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The BASW code of ethics unpacks the values (human rights, social justice, selfdetermination, social justice and professional integrity) and ethics principles on which
the profession is based. It furthermore provides 17 ethical practice principles to address
professional relationships, assessment and management of risk, informed consent from
service users, providing information so that users can make informed choices,
appropriate sharing of information, applying authority with human rights principles, the
importance of empowering people, challenging human rights abuses, whistle blowing
when required, the importance of maintaining confidentiality, accurate recordkeeping,
self-awareness and striving towards objectivity, the role of supervision and peer support
in practice improvement, continued professional development, contributing towards
professional practice improvement, mentoring and professional development of others
contributing towards research, and evaluation (BASW, 2014).



The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) code of ethics (2017) seeks to
serve as a guide for the everyday professional conduct of social workers. It provides the
detail of the profession’s mission, core values and the purpose of the code. It presents
broad ethics principles and then, more importantly, ethics standards that can guide
practice. The standards apply to various areas, some of which are ethics responsibilities
in relation to clients, colleagues, in practice settings, as professionals, to the profession,
and to broader society. Issues around self-determination, competence, commitment,
cultural awareness, confidentiality and privacy, conflict of interest, access to records,
discrimination are also addressed.



The SACSSP has policy guidelines for course of conduct, a code of ethics and rules for
social workers. The SACSSP’s policy, guidelines and code of ethics contain the code of
conduct for social workers, guiding ethics values and ethics principles like social
justice, respect for people’s worth and dignity, competence, integrity, professional
responsibility, care and concern for others’ wellbeing, the application of the principle of
client self-determination, and accessibility of service delivery.
It further provides general ethics standards that deal with social workers’ responsibilities
towards the profession, client systems, colleagues, the practice setting, and to broader
society. This is similar to the approach taken by the NASW. The SACSSP policy
guideline are the most comprehensive from among those reviewed.
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Considering the purposes of a professional code of ethics, the majority of the existing
codes and practice guidelines studied for this review comprised of a specific framework and
content, including an introduction that explains the purpose and scope of objectives of the code,
a legislative mandate and/or framework, a section dealing with core professional values and
broad ethics principles, and a section dealing with ethics standards, considerations and/or
practice guidelines. This part covers specific rules or standards to guide social workers in
practice and that provide a basis to identify relevant considerations when dilemmas resulting
from complex ethics arise.

2.4 Conclusion
Chapter 2 aimed to firstly explore adoptions in a South African context, focusing
specifically on themes, trends, patterns, and challenges unique to the South African context.
Secondly, it focused on specific global themes that have been identified as areas that give rise to
ethics challenges with regard to adoptions. This was followed by a review of literature on the
underlying ethics values and principles relevant to adoptions, existing relevant ethical guidelines,
and examples of good practice that could prevent or address challenges with ethics in adoptions.
As such, the chapter provided a theoretical background to the study.
Chapter 3 reports on the rapid review that was done on existing national and international
documents on ethics for adoption social workers. The goal is to identify most appropriate
guidelines for dealing with dilemmas related to ethics in adoption social work.
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CHAPTER 3

ARTICLE 1

EXISTING ETHICAL GUIDELINES FOR ADOPTION SOCIAL
WORKERS: A RAPID REVIEW
Abstract
In South Africa, public attention is often drawn to an array of issues relating to challenges
and concerns about the complexity of the ethics involved in child adoption. These issues range
from concerns about individual cases of alleged “bad practices” to the extreme end where
comparisons are drawn between adoption practices becoming a legal mode for commodification
of children and comparing adoptions with child trafficking. It appears that the reported
complexities mostly relate to legal requirements and challenges surrounding ethics in adoptions.
This means that adoption service providers should have specific competencies in adoption work
and insight and understanding of adoption-related issues. A literature search made it clear that
there are a limited number of adoption-specific policy and ethical guidelines that can provide
guidance for these dilemmas resulting from complex ethics. This shortcoming is the rationale for
this research study.
The purpose of this rapid review is to identify, explore and review globally existing
ethical guidelines and documents for adoption social workers that could be used to develop an
ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa. Two reviewers were involved in a
rigorous five-step review process. A search was conducted using various databases. Relevant
codes of ethics dealing with general ethics in social work globally and one code dealing with
intercountry adoptions were contrasted and critically analysed. The review also unearthed
literature on identified areas that appear to give rise to challenges related to ethics in adoptions
locally and internationally and some “best practice” responses that could provide a basis for
shaping the ethical guideline for adoption social workers.
During this review process the researcher could identify key values and ethics principles
underlying social work and adoption practices, themes that reflect different challenges with
respect to ethics and various examples of best practice responses that could be relevant to the
development of an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa.
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3.1 Introduction
A preliminary literature review seems to show that there are various issues that arise from
the ethics relevant to adoption services and adoptions. The strong presence of dilemmas resulting
from complex ethics related to adoptions and adoption services places a great responsibility on
the adoption social worker when it comes to ethics. This chapter presents a rapid review on
relevant existing national and international ethical documents for adoption social workers in an
attempt to identify the guidelines most appropriate for dealing with dilemmas that arise from
ethics in adoption social work.

3.2 Problem Statement
According to the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW, 2018), the global
definition of the social work profession confirms that social work is a value-based profession and
states that principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility, and respect for
diversity are central to social work. Considering this definition and the aim and nature of social
work, dilemmas resulting from complex ethics relating to decision making, conflicting values,
rights and morals will continue to be an integral part of social work practice.
This is confirmed by Jedynak (2014), who states that social work is one of the
professions that require multifaceted professional ethics. He further states that due to increased
specialisation of occupations, general ethics has become inadequate in providing answers for
dilemmas in a particular profession, and that this has led to an increase in advocating for the
development of codes of ethics for specific occupations. He also emphasises that codes of ethics
help social workers to resolve dilemmas resulting from complex ethics and with the moral
assessment of behaviour.
Adoptions in South Africa can be described as an important and often a controversial
phenomenon. Adoption is a specialised area in the field of childcare and protection in South
Africa and is regulated by the Children’s Act (38 of 2005 as amended) and the Social Service
Professions Act (Act 110 of 1978).
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The literature review revealed various ethics issues relevant to adoption services and
adoptions. The literature also confirmed the need for adoption social workers to have insight and
understanding of the adoption-related issues. The strong presence of dilemmas related to ethics
surrounding adoptions and adoption services places a great responsibility on the adoption social
worker when it comes to ethics. The adoption social worker has the responsibility to have a
strong ethics approach to adoptions and to assisting the parties of the triad as they negotiate the
adoption process (Schweitzer & Pollack, 2006).
Although the SACSSP has developed a comprehensive general policy guideline and code
of ethics for course of conduct, it does not provide ethical guidelines for any areas of speciality
outside working with people affected by HIV and Aids (SACSSP, 2003). The search process
also showed that although adoptions are globally viewed and described as ethically complex,
there are limited ethical guidelines and codes that provide ethics standards aimed at the complex
and unique ethics challenges surrounding adoptions.
The development of an ethics guide focusing specifically on adoption based on general
social work values and ethics principles will provide the adoption social workers in South Africa
with specific guidelines when they face complex challenges and difficulties related to ethics.

3.3 Literature Overview
When the existing literature dealing with ethics and ethics rules in social work was
reviewed, it became clear that the literature uses different important definitions and concepts in
relation to ethics in social work and adoptions. A clear understanding and differentiation of these
concepts are important, since it provides the framework for the ethical guidelines.
3.3.1

Values and ethics principles underlying social work and adoptions
Ethics can be described as standards that are used in a profession to determine what the

right course of action in a given situation would be. It relies on logic and rational criteria to reach
a decision. Values, according to Allen (2012), describe ideas that we value or prize. Core values
underlying the social work profession include respect for human rights, social justice,
professional integrity, and competence.
Ethics principles can be described as general statements underlying social work relating
to rights, attitudes, and duties relevant to the profession (BASW, 2014).
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According to the code of ethics of the BASW (2014), some key ethics principles based on
these values are social justice, upholding and promoting human dignity, respecting the right to
self-determination, identifying and developing strengths, maintaining professional boundaries,
recognising diversity and being professionally accountable.
Most articles and codes reviewed during this study refer to the importance of values and
ethics principles for a specific profession.
3.3.2

Development of ethical guidelines
Codes of ethics, guidelines and/or standards of professional ethics are routinely

developed for specific professions. The guidelines normally develop from the history, tradition
and culture of a specific profession and provide rules for that profession. Professional ethics set
guidelines for conduct and protects workers against immoral practices by helping them resolve
dilemmas that can arise from the ethics involved in their profession (Jedynak, 2014).
In most reviewed literature, a further distinction is made between codes of ethics, policy
guidelines and ethical practice guidelines. The latter focusses on how general ethics principles
should be put into practice, which fits with the general aim of this study, namely to develop
ethical guidelines that can be used by adoption social workers in practice.
According to the code of ethics of the BASW (2014), ethical guidelines should consist of
ethics principles, but also show how it should be applied in practice. It should include specific
standards to guide social workers in practice and it should provide a basis to identify relevant
considerations when problems arise.
Considering the purpose of a professional code of ethics, the majority of existing codes
and practice guidelines studied as part of this review comprised of a specific framework and
content, including the following: an introduction dealing with the purpose and scope of
objectives of the code, a legislative mandate or framework, a section dealing with core
professional values and broad ethics principles, and a section dealing with ethics standards,
considerations and/or practice guidelines which covers specific rules or standards to guide social
workers in practice. This should provide a basis to identify relevant considerations when
problems arise.
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3.3.3

Dilemmas related to the ethics involved in social work and how to resolve them
Social workers face dilemmas related to ethics that emerge in the course of their

professional activities. There are different sources of dilemmas resulting from complex ethics,
but most relate to potential conflict of values (Jedynak, 2014). The code of ethics provided by the
BASW (2014) states that ethics problems or dilemmas arise because social workers work with
conflicting and competing rights. Social workers are change agents who on the one hand have a
role to support and on the other hand have to render statutory duties that may restrict people’s
freedoms (BASW, 2014). Dilemmas resulting from complex ethics also arise because of the
tension between the different functions of social work, like social change, social justice and
social control (Barry, 2009).
Some dilemmas require a decision that involves conflicts between laws, values, and
policies (Allen, 2012). Making decisions on ethics is a complex process and social workers
should be guided by professional values, ethical principles, laws and research, theory and
profession ethical guidelines.
Adoption and adoption practice raise various potential issues or dilemmas related to
ethics that were explored during the review process and which form the basis for the
development of the adoption-specific ethical guideline.
3.3.4

Existing global and national codes of ethics and guidelines for social workers
A code of ethics should serve as a guide for ethical decision making and professional

conduct of social workers (NASW, 2017). A code of ethics provides a set of values, principles,
standards and practical guidelines to assist with decision making and conduct when problems
related to ethics arise. Professional codes are relevant in social work, since professional ethics
are central to social work. According to the NASW’s code of ethics, the profession has the
responsibility to provide ethics principles and standards (NASW, 2017). A code of ethics is
relevant to all social workers and should serve specific purposes, including the identification of
core professional values, ethics principles reflecting those values, and ethics standards that can
be applied in practice.
In the absence of codes of ethics or guidelines for adoption social workers, the researcher
compared and critically reviewed the following existing social work codes of ethics: the Irish
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Association of Social Work (IASW) Code of Practice (IASW, 2009), the British Association of
Social Workers (BASW, 2014), the National Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics,
SACSSP: Policy Guidelines for Course of Conduct, Code of Ethics and Rules for Social
Workers (2003). The SACSSP Policy Guidelines for HIV-infections and Aids that deals
specifically with ethical guidelines for social service practitioners working with HIV-infection
and Aids was also carefully studied since it is one of the few examples of existing guidelines for
a specific area within social work in South Africa. The only reviewed example of adoptionspecific ethics rules that could be found was the EurAdopt ethics rules (2014) that deal with
intercountry adoptions.
Although the existence of a specific code of ethics does not guarantee that dilemmas
resulting from complex ethics will be prevented or resolved, it sets guidelines for conduct and it
provides a reference point for resolving common dilemmas resulting from complex ethics
(Jedynak, 2014).
3.3.5

Key issues related to the ethics of adoption
There are a range of issues that can cause dilemmas resulting from complex ethics in

adoptions. According to Siegel (2013), “Working with adopted people and their extended
biological and adoptive families requires training and awareness of attitudes, perspectives,
beliefs, and values that shape everything social workers do”. Adoption practice requires that
social workers are able to identify and manage complex ethics issues in adoptions. The matter of
conflicting rights of members of the triad is highlighted as being key (Siegel, 2013). The
complex ethics related to in adoptions, are confirmed by Freundlich and Phillips (2000), who
state that these issues often relate to competing rights of parties with regard to information
access, autonomy, respect, confidentiality and equity.
Other problem areas related to ethics that may arise in adoptions include issues in respect
of self-determination, the role of race and culture, the lack of post-adoption support,
competencies required of adoption social workers, the role of money and the role of social
structure and social justice in adoptions.
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3.4 Aim and Objective of This Study
Although the SACSSP has developed a comprehensive general policy guideline and code
of ethics for course of conduct for social workers, it does not provide specific ethical guidelines
for adoption work (SACSSP, 2003). The search process also showed that although adoptions are
globally viewed and described as ethically complex, there are limited ethical guidelines and
codes that provide ethics standards aimed at the complex and unique ethics challenges found in
adoption. In the absence of any existing ethical guidelines for adoption social workers, a gap was
identified and the researchers aimed to fill this gap by conducting a rapid review on the available
literature.
The research question formulated for this study is: What are the ethics principles to be
considered in the development of an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South
Africa?
The general aim of this research study was to develop an ethical guideline for adoption
social workers in South Africa.
To achieve this aim, the researchers identified the following research objective:
To conduct a rapid review on relevant existing national and international ethics
documents for adoption social workers in an attempt to identify the guidelines most
appropriate for dealing with dilemmas resulting from complex ethics in adoption
social work.

3.5 Methodology
For the purpose of this study a rapid review was selected as the method to critically
review and synthesise the best available existing national and international ethics documents to
identify the ethics principles most appropriate for dealing with dilemmas related to ethics in
adoption social work. A rapid review can be described as a way to obtain knowledge in a shorter
period than that needed for a systematic review (Harker & Kleijnen, 2012; Tricco et al., 2015). It
is a form of knowledge synthesis that follows the systematic review process, but components of
the process are simplified or omitted to produce information in a timely manner (Khangura,
Konnyu, Cushman, Grimshaw, & Moher, 2012). However, a rapid review does still adhere to the
core principles of a systematic review (Schünemann & Moja, 2015), namely to locate, assess and
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synthesise data already compiled relating to a specific research question with the aim to provide
informative and evidence-based answers (Boland, Cherry, & Dickson, 2014). A rapid review
serves an important role when making the evidence known to policy and decision makers, since
it is based on a strict scientific method (Siriwardhana, Ali, Roberts, & Stewart, 2014).
3.5.1

Search strategy
Two independent researchers initially conducted a scoping search of several databases of

the North-West University’s online library catalogue (OneSearch portal). The purpose of the
scoping search (Fleeman & Dundar, 2014) was to create an outline of the available literature on
the particular research topic. After conducting a scoping search, the researchers had a better
understanding of the topic being reviewed, which helped to clarify the review question. An
experienced librarian assisted the researchers with identifying keywords to refine the literature
search. The following databases were searched and selected for completion of this rapid review:
eBook Collection (EBSCOhost), PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, SocINDEX with Full Text,
Academic Search Premier, CINAHL with Full Text, JSTOR Journal. These databases render the
most accurate results with regard to psychosocial behavioural sciences.
In addition to the electronic searches, grey literature was included in this search strategy.
Meinck and Spreckelsen (2018) recommend the following grey literature: codes of ethics, ethical
guidelines and ethics rules for social workers.
The following keywords as presented in Figure 1.1 were used in the search strategy and it
yielded articles that were found to be relevant to the aim of the study.

“Adoption social work” OR “adoption practice+” AND “Adoption ethical guideline+” OR
“Ethical principle+” OR “Policy maker+” AND Ethic* OR “Ethical dilemma+”

Figure 3.1:

Search Strategy
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3.5.2

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
The preliminary literature overview gave rise to the following research question, which

was refined by means of the SPIDER framework (Table 3.1) (Meinck & Spreckelsen, 2018):
What are the ethics principles to be considered in the development of an ethical guideline for
adoption social workers in South Africa?
Table 3.1: SPIDER framework
S

Sample – the population of interest

Adoption social workers
National and international
literature on adoption ethical
guidelines, codes of ethics for
adoption workers, dilemmas
resulting from complex ethics
in adoption

PI Phenomenon of interest

D

Design – study design

Rapid review

E

Evaluation – outcomes

Narrative content and
synthesis of acquired data

R

Research type – qualitative, quantitative/mixed-methods

Qualitative research

The type of articles and documents that were included for the review were full-text
journal articles, peer-reviewed articles, non-peer-reviewed publications, and review studies.
Studies published in English or Afrikaans were set as an inclusion criterion. However, the results
only contained studies done in English. Initially both qualitative and quantitative studies, crosssectional studies, organisational records and case studies were included in the search. The
participants and respondents in the studies that were included were social workers, policy makers
and legal experts.
The researchers could only find journal articles that contained literature reviews and
articles reporting on international conference and essay reports. No qualitative and quantitative
studies appeared during the review process. In addition to the electronic searches grey literature
was also considered and included in this rapid review, as recommended by Meinck and
Spreckelsen (2018), such as National and International codes of ethics, ethical guidelines and
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ethics rules for social workers that can assist in developing an ethical code for adoption social
workers.
The reviewers excluded any experimental studies as it would not answer the research
question. There was no delimiter on the dates of the articles and documents as some of the
original dates on the codes of ethics were from as far back as 1996.
3.5.3

Selection of studies
Two independent researchers initially screened the titles and abstracts found in the

selected databases to determine its relevance for the review. Each document was also screened
against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Thereafter, the researchers screened the complete
texts of each document to establish its suitability for the review (Dickson et al., 2014; Pilkingting
& Hockenhull, 2014). During this process, no review articles were found, so it was not necessary
to retrieve any reference lists.
3.5.4

Quality review and data extraction
Quality appraisal and data extraction were done simultaneously and independently by

both researchers. The two independent reviewers extracted data by means of the NOTARI and
MAStRI data extraction tool of the Joanna Briggs Institute (2011) for qualitative methodologies.
As a comprehensive literature study was done, a pre-arranged thematic data withdrawal form or
protocol was used as the baseline to address the research question (Khangura et al., 2012; Tricco
et al., 2015). According to Khangura (as cited by Tricco et al., 2015), only a descriptive
summary or categorisation of data takes place during a quick review, compared to a qualitative
summary and description. During the data extraction phase the methods, interventions and
outcomes of the included research articles were summarised. Data retrieval can be seen as the
process where relevant data relating to the research question are stored in the single format of a
data retrieval form (Fleeman & Dundar, 2014). A data extraction table (Table 1) was created. It
included the following study characteristics: title, authors and publication date, type of
publication, country of publication and focus of article/document.
It is essential that the research should be reliable and of high quality, as the result of the
research can be affected by the quality of the selected documents. A critical assessment was done
for this reason. “Critical appraisal is the process of assessing the quality of study methods in
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order to determine if findings are trustworthy and meaningful” (Dobbins, 2017). For the purpose
of this study, the JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist for Text and Opinion (Joanna Briggs Institute,
2017) was appropriate to assess the articles and documents as part of this rapid review. The
Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) (CASP, 2006) could not be used as there were no
qualitative studies in the database. No quantitative assessment tool was used as no quantitative
studies were found.
3.5.5

Data analysis and synthesis
The overarching purpose of the synthesis of the data is to determine what is already

known about the research question in existing literature (Dobbins, 2017). During the synthesis of
the data, the steps recommended by Dobbins were followed (2017): (1) withdrawal of relevant
information from the enclosed documents; (2) summary of the total results from the enclosed
documents; and (3) drafting conclusions. These steps help to answer the research question:
“What does the research evidence say about the issue and what is the practice implications of the
research?” (Dobbins, 2017). A synthesis of the extracted data is set out in table format (Table 2),
with an indication of the themes identified. Since all the documents were in English, the data
extraction was done in English. The researcher logically grouped the themes together. The
following themes and subthemes were identified:


Theme 1: Values and ethics principles relevant to adoptions;



Theme 2: The development of ethical guidelines through critical comparison of existing
global and national ethical guidelines;



Theme 3: Areas giving rise to issues and dilemmas related to the ethics of adoptions.
Sub=themes: Areas in adoption causing ethics challenges; the role of money, the lack of
post-adoption support, conflicting rights of parties to adoption, adoption competency,
commercialisation of adoption, inadequate preventative services and supply and demand
challenges.



Theme 4: Suggested responses to areas of concern related to ethics as they pertain to
adoptions.

3.5.6

Ethics considerations
The study was approved by the North-West University’s Health Research Ethics

Committee (HREC) with approval number NWU-00114-18-A1. As a rapid review is a form of
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secondary research, it remains the researcher’s responsibility to ensure that fair, bias free and
accurate information is synthesised and reported (Health Professions Council, 2008). Quotation
marks are used when other research is quoted directly, together with a citation, giving credit to
the researcher whose work it was originally (Wager & Wiffen, 2011). The research process was
as transparent as possible. This is a requirement of a systematic review as it enables researchers
to replicate or verify the findings. In the process of developing inclusion and exclusion of
criteria, a pre-established protocol was used to minimise bias in this process.

3.6 Results
The researcher used the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analysis) (Liberati et al., 2009) to complete the search process. “The PRISMA flow
diagram represents a standardised approach to reporting how many studies were identified for
inclusion in a review, and what happened to these studies as your review progressed” (Boland et
al., 2017). Figure 3.2 is a representation of the findings.
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Total number of articles:
(n=152)

Grey Literature included from other sources such as ethical and
practice guidelines and - codes: (n=38

Duplicates automatically excluded: (n=41)

Total number of articles eligible for inclusion in the review:
(n=149)

Articles excluded based on
titles and abstracts: (n=54)




Articles excluded based on
full text: (n=65)


Total number of articles
eligible for inclusion in the
review: (n=30)


Articles excluded based on
critical appraisal: (n=10)




Reasons for excluding articles:
Focus of articles were on intercountry adoptions,
trafficking and ethics in other fields.
Articles fell outside timeframe of the search.

Reason for excluding article:
Articles focused on general ethical challenges in other
areas of social work.
Articles excluded significant results. It did not provide
information about ethical challenges and or solutions in
adoptions.

Reasons for excluding articles:
Articles focused more on US related legislation and
practice settings.
Limited articles dealing with codes and ethical
guidelines in adoption.
Articles focused mostly on best interest principle.

Total number of articles eligible for inclusion in the review (n= 20)

Figure 3.2:

PRISMA Flow Diagram.
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As illustrated in Figure 2, a total of 20 documents were found that met the inclusion
criteria and formed part of the rapid review. All articles were retrieved by means of the
electronic searches.
The preliminary selection yielded 190 sources. After eliminating 41 duplicates, a further
54 sources based on titles and abstracts and 65 documents based on full text were excluded
because they were unrelated to the study objective. The researcher critically appraised 30 eligible
sources and excluded ten according to the JBI critical appraisal checklist. The remaining 20
studies were included in this rapid review.
3.6.1

Demographic characteristics
Table 3.2 provides a summary of the demographic characteristics. The samples

investigated comprised of 20 documents. Eleven (11) were journal articles and nine documents
were grey literature that included codes of ethics, ethical guidelines, ethics rules and practice
guidelines. Although grey literature formed part of the inclusion criteria in this review, they are
referred

to

as

articles

to
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ease

reading.

Focus of
article / source

Country of
publication

Year of
publication

Title of article/
source

Author

Article /
source no

Table 3.2: Demographic characteristics of included review

Documents

1

2

The Policy, Ethics and
Human Rights
Committee
British Association of
Social Workers
(BASW)

The code of ethics for social work
Statement of principles
Code of ethics

First published:
January 2012
Updated: October
2014

UK

The code of ethics states the values
and ethics principles on which the
social work profession is based and
is binding on all social workers who
are BASW members.

International
Association of Schools
of Social Work

Global social work statement of ethical
principles

2004

US

The statement of ethics is aimed at
helping social workers to achieve the
highest possible standards of ethics
principles, providing key
professional principles for ethics.

January 2009

Ireland

It provides key ethics principles on
which the social work profession
should be based and members are
required to comply.

First Approved
1996
Revised 2017

US

It is a guide for professional conduct
of social workers providing ethics
principles and ethics standards for
social workers.

Statement of ethical principles
IASW
3

Code of practice and code of ethics
in social work
Code of ethics

4

Delegate Assembly
National Association of
Social Workers
(NASW)

Code of ethics of the National
Association of Social Workers
Code of ethics
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Policy guidelines for course of conduct,
code of ethics and the rules for social
workers

2003

South
Africa

It is a policy document containing a
code of conduct. Guiding ethics
principles, ethics standards and an
implementation process for social
services professions in South Africa.

No date

South
Africa

This is an annexure to the policy
document, focusing on key ethics
principles and guidelines for social
service professions in South Africa
working with people affected by
HIV and Aids.

Code of ethics

6

South African Council
for Social Service
Profession.
(SACSSP)

HIV-infection and Aids policy guidelines
of the South African Council for Social
Service Profession.
Policy Guideline

EurAdopt,

Ethical Rules

Approved 1993
and amended
2014

The
Netherlan
ds

Ethics rules developed for member
organisations working with
intercountry adoptions.

National Department of
Social Development
2010

Practice Guidelines on National
Adoptions

2010

South
Africa

A policy document aimed at
promoting good practice with
adoptions, providing information
about key operating principles and
guidelines for working with key
persons in adoptions.

No date

US

This document provides an outline
of ethics issues found in adoption
practice by focusing on the birth
family, child and prospective

7

8

Policy

9

Focus of
article / source

Country of
publication

Year of
publication

Title of article/
source

Author

Article /
source no
5

South African Council
for Social Service
Professions
(SACSSP)

Rachel Fox and Carrie
Johnson

Ethics issues in adoption practice
Grey literature–no year/no country
Organisational Practice guideline
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Focus of
article / source

Country of
publication

Year of
publication

Title of article/
source

Author

Article /
source no

adoptive parent.
Articles
Zitha Mokomane and
Tamsen Rochat
10

The perceptions, understanding and
beliefs of people towards adoption and
blockages which prevent communities
from adopting children in South Africa

Study report by
Human Sciences
Research Council,
2010

South
Africa

A research report that was
commissioned by the National
Department of Social Development.
It provides information about the
perceptions and beliefs of people
towards adoption and blockages that
play a role in low adoption rates in
South Africa.

Critical Social
Thinking: Policy
and Practice, Vol
1, 2009.

Ireland

This article focusses on results from
research based on an overview of
literature on ethics in social work
practice and interviews with social
work professionals. The key finding
is that moral issues are central to
social work and that there should be
more training on the topic.

Social welfare
interdisciplinary
approach
2014 p. 4 (2)

Poland

This article reflects on the important
role ethics, moral standards and
codes of ethics play in the social
work profession.

International
Social Work

US

An article that compares and
contrasts some of the most important

Report

Eimear Barry
2009

An examination of ethics in social work
Literature review: Article

11

12

Witold Jedynak
2014

Ethical Aspects of the Profession of
Social Worker
Literature review: Article

13

Elaine Congress and

Social Work Ethics
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Professional codes in Australia and the
United Sates

Journal
Sage publications

Focus of
article / source

Country of
publication

Year of
publication

Title of article/
source

Author

Article /
source no

Donna Mc Auliffe,
2006

features of the Australian and US
codes of ethics.

Literature review: Article
Frederic G. Reamer
2001

Literature review: Article paper

14

15

Ethics: How to practice ethically, Part 1

Marion Mattison
2000

Ethical decision making: The person in
process
Article: Review paper

16

Karen Allen
2012

What is an ethical dilemma?
Review paper

17

Madelyn Freundlich &
Rena Phillips
2000

Ethics issues in adoption
Article/reporting on international
conference about ethics in adoption

The New Social
Worker, 2001.
The social work
audit: A risk
management tool.

US

This article introduces a concept of
“ethical audit”, encouraging
professionals to take a close look at
the ethics-related aspects of their
work to identify key risk areas that
can then be addressed.

Social Work
Journal, vol. 45,
Number 3, May
2000

US

The article aims to challenge social
workers to view the past and current
ethical decision making processes to
develop better insight into value
patterning.

The New Social
Worker
2012, vol.19 No.2

US

The article focusses on presenting a
model to determine what an ethics
dilemma is in order to apply ethics
decision making.

Adoption &
Fostering Volume
24, No 4
2000

US

A report written about discussions
and debates during a conference held
by the Evan B Donaldson Adoption
Institute on ethics in adoptions. Key
ethics issues in adoptions were
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Focus of
article / source

Country of
publication

Year of
publication

Title of article/
source

Author

Article /
source no

identified.

18

BASW
Prof B Featherstone,
Prof A Gupta & S
Mills.
2018

The role of the social worker in adoption:
ethics and human rights. An enquiry.

H Schweitzer and D
Pollack

Ethics and legal dilemmas in adoption
social work

Report based on results from an enquiry

19

12 June 2018
Report for British
Association of
Social Workers

UK

A report written based on results
from an enquiry commissioned by
the BASW into the role of the social
worker in adoption, focusing on
human rights and ethics.

Family court
review vol 44, No
2
April 2006

US

This article explores different
situations from difficult issues
related to law and ethics in adoption,
including confidentiality, potential
“agency shopping”, disclosure and
search for origins.

Review paper: Article
Sandra Patton-Imani
2002

20

Redefining the ethics of adoption, race,
gender and class
Review essay- Hawley Fogg-Davis, The
Ethics of Transracial adoption (2002) and
Rickie Solinger, Beggars and choosers:
How the politics of choice shapes
adoption, abortion and welfare in the
US.(2001)

Review Essay in
Law & Society
Review, vol 36
No 4
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A review essay comparing two
articles dealing with the role of
politics and ethics in transracial
adoption and adoption in general.

3.6.2

Assessment of methodological quality
The researchers assessed the eligible resources for the appropriateness of the results for

addressing the review question and did not merely focus on the methodology as suggested by
Thomas and Harden (2008). Due to the nature of the items, which includes literature reviews,
reports, grey literature, the researchers used the JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist for Text and
Opinion (Joanna Briggs Institute, 2017) Table 2 to assess the articles and documents in this rapid
review. Due to the nature of the articles the researchers could not use any bias tool such as the
Cochrane Collaboration Risk of Bias Tool. There was no sample or participants in the articles.
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Table 3.3 JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist for Text and Opinion Papers
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Both researchers independently appraised the relevant studies for quality and inclusion or
exclusion to improve the reliability and validity of this study.
The overarching purpose of the synthesis of the data is to come to a conclusion about
what is already known about the research question in existing literature (Dobbins, 2017). During
the synthesis of the data, the steps recommended by Dobbins (2017) were followed. They are:
(1) withdrawal of relevant information from the enclosed documents; (2) summary of the total
results from the enclosed documents; and (3) drafting conclusions. These steps help to answer
the research question: “What does the research evidence say about the issue and what is the
practice implications of the research?” (Dobbins, 2017). A synthesis of the extracted data is set
out in table format in Table 3.4, which provides a summary of the main findings of the included
studies.
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Table 3.4: Main findings of the study
Title

Authors &
Publication
date

Type of
publication

Methodology
or study design

Main Findings

Documents
1.

The code of
ethics for
social work
Statement of
principles
BASW

The policy,
ethics and
human rights
committee
British
Association of
Social
Workers
(2014)

Code of ethics
for Social
Work
Statement of
ethical
principles

Not Applicable

1. Ethics awareness is crucial for social workers
2. Human rights & social justice serve as the motivation and
justification for social work action
3. Professional ethics has to do with right and wrong behaviour, good
and bad qualities of character and professional responsibilities in
relationships in work context.
4. Social work values-refers to range of beliefs about what is seen as
valuable in social work context. It speaks to principles, actions and
character traits.
5. Key social work values and ethics principles: Human rights:
Upholding and promoting human dignity and wellbeing
Respecting the right to self-determination
Promoting the right to participation
Treating each person as a whole
Identifying and developing strengths
Social Justice: Fair distribution of resources. Challenging
discrimination and unjust policies and practices
6. Work towards inclusive society and acknowledge diversity
7. Professional Integrity: Maintaining professional boundaries.
Professional accountability, Upholding values of profession
8. An ethical guideline should comprise of both ethics principles,
which are general statements relating to attitudes and practice
principles which are specific guidance in relation to practice.
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Title

Authors &
Publication
date

Type of
publication

Methodology
or study design

Main Findings

2.

Global social
work
statement of
ethics
principles

International
Association of
schools of
social work
IASSW

Statement of
ethics
principles

Not Applicable

1. An ethics statement should provide for principles and standards of
ethical practice for social workers to assist them in being
accountable towards, individuals we work with, the organisations we
work in and in broader societal context.
2. There are many ethics principles that inform us as social workers. It
is recognised in the 2014 Global definition of social work
3. Social workers and organisations must fulfil their responsibilities in
ensuring and supporting ethical social work practices.
4. Additional ethics principles that are highlighted are, promoting right
to participation, respect for confidentiality and privacy and taking an
ethical approach in the use of technology and social media.

3.

Code of
practise and
code of ethics
in social work

Irish
Association of
social workers
IASW

Code of ethics

Not Applicable

1. Ethics are also referred to as “the rules or standards governing the
conduct of a person or the members of a profession
2. The code differentiates between code of ethics and a code of practice
3. Social work practice raises issues of conflicting rights between
people.
4. There are various moral challenges in social work. Social Workers
intervene in personal areas of peoples
5. Lives, and it is not always by invitation
6. An ethics dilemma is described as a situation posing a difficult
choice between alternatives.
7. Code of ethics or practice code can provide specific prescriptions in
dealing with dilemmas resulting from complex ethics

4.

Code of ethics
of the
National

Approved by
1996 NASW
Delegate

Code of ethics

Not Applicable

1. A Code of ethics should serve as a guide to professional conduct of
social workers.
2. The purpose of a code of ethics is to identify core values on which
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3.
4.

5.

6.

social work mission is based
It further provides broad ethics principles reflecting the core values
and specific ethics standards that should guide social work practice.
Making ethical decisions are a complex process and social workers
should be guided by values, principles laws, theory, research and
relevant codes of ethics.
Ethical behaviour will not be guaranteed because of a code of ethics,
rather high standard of ethical behaviour relates to personal
commitment and commitment to engage with ethical practice.
The code consists of: Preamble, values and relating ethics principles
and ethics standards that are relevant to practice.

5.

Policy
guidelines for
course of
conduct, code
of ethics and
the rules for
social workers

South African
Council for
Social Service
Professions
(SACSSP)

Policy
document

Not Applicable

1. Differentiation is made between ethics principles, which are not
enforceable rules and ethics standards, which are enforceable rules.
2. Guiding ethics principles and underlying values are introduced.
3. It also emphasises that social workers should engage in ethical
decision-making process based on ethics principles and that although
they can apply the guidelines it does not guarantee ethical behaviour.
4. The document also provides a legislative mandate and deals with
failure to comply with the code of ethics.

6.

HIV Infection
and Aids
policy
guidelines of
the South
African
Council for
Social Service

South African
Council for
Social Service
Profession.
(SACSSP)

Ethical
guideline

Not Applicable

1. This is an ethical guideline developed specifically for social workers
when rendering services to people infected and affected by HIV and
Aids.
2. The ethical guidelines were developed because HIV and Aids are a
very sensitive matter and should be addressed with caution
3. The guideline Comprises of the following: An Introduction,
principles that has been adopted when working in this specific scope
of service area and the key ethics issue of confidentiality is unpacked
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in detail.

7.

Ethics Rules

EurAdopt,
Lage
Vuursche
1993 and
amended 2014

Ethics rules for Not Applicable
intercountry
adoption
practicessupplement to
common ethics
rules

1. Ethics rules are introduced as articles that seeks to provide ethics
standards for practice when working with all parties in adoptions. It
also provides ethics rules for organisations cooperating with other
bodies.
2. The rules provide guidelines that can practically be applied by
practitioners working in this field.
3. It is written in such a way that it either prescribes ethics standards or
prohibit specific actions viewed as unethical.
4. It is also not only applicable to social workers but also to other
stakeholders and practitioners within their membership base.
5. The rules addresses ethics issues dealing with consents by biological
families in adoptions, prevention of solicitation of birth families,
contact and access, subsidiarity , adoptability , legitimacy and
credibility of service providers , children’s rights within adoption
like right to cultural identity and access to background information
and the importance of family preservation to mention a few.

8.

Practice
Guidelines on
National
Adoptions

National
Department of
Social
Development
2012

Policy

Not Applicable

1. The practice guidelines provides information dealing with guiding
principles and adoption procedures for adoption social workers in
SA

9.

Ethics issues
in adoption
practice

Rachel Fox
and Carrie
Johnson

Organisation
Practice
guidelines

Not Applicable

1. The authors reflect on ethics issues that professionals have to deal
with when they work with parties in adoptions.
2. Key specific ethical guidelines are introduced that should be
followed when working with birth families, adoptees and adoptive
families.
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3. Birth families must be educated about their legal rights and they
need post-adoption support.
4. The best interest of the child is paramount. Placements should be
considered on a continuum of care, ranging from family
reunification, to kinship to non-related adoptions.
5. Prospective adoptive families should be educated on issues that may
affect them and the child across their lifespan.
Articles
10.

The
perceptions,
understanding
and beliefs of
people towards
adoption and
blockages
which prevent
communities
from adopting
children in
South Africa

Zita
Mokomane
and Tamsen
Rochat
a Study report
by Human
Sciences
Research
Council
2010

Research
report

Qualitative
research

1. Qualitative research showing that there are key barriers in adoptions
in South Africa, namely:
 Service providers obstacles: shortage of human resources
 Resource allocation obstacles: absence of “adoption allowance”
 Knowledge based obstacles: poor understanding of the need for
adoptions
 Culturally and socially-based obstacles: traditional cultural
beliefs

11.

An
Examination
of ethics in
social work

Eimear Barry
2009

Critical Social
Thinking:
Policy and
Practise, Vol 1,
2009

Overall review
of the literature
on ethics in
social work
practice &
structured
interviews with
social workers

1. The potential tension between functions of social work like, social
change, social justice and social control requires from social workers
to be able to balance needs and rights, and to consider what is right
and wrong.
2. An important finding is that ethics are central to social workers
functioning and role.
3. Social workers should render services based on the best interest of

Article
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the people they serve, and their actions should be based on a code of
ethics.
4. Findings from this study confirms that social workers feel that ethics
are very important to their practice.
5. Dilemmas resulting from complex ethics and the importance of
accountability is also introduced.
6. Ethics and moral issues should be central to social workers training
12.

Ethical
Aspects of the
Profession of
Social worker

Witold
Jedynak
2014

Article

13.

Social Work
Ethics
Professional
codes in
Australia and
the United
Sates

Elaine
Congress and
Donna
McAuliffe
(2006)

Article in
International
Social Work
Journal
Sage
Publication

Social Welfare
1. Due to the social role and nature of social worker’s professional
interdisciplinary
roles, their actions should be guided by relevant values, ethics
approach 2014
principles and ethics standards in social work.
4(2)
2. Codified ethics rules and guidelines helps in proper performance,
accountability and resolving ethics issues.
3. Social workers should base decisions on consideration of
professional ethics.
1. A continuous critical review and update of codes of ethics and
guidelines in social work are crucial.
2. Review and development of codes of ethics should take new
knowledge, new developments and emerging practices into
consideration.
3. Codes of ethics are important in social work, since it is a value-based
profession.
4. Previous studies conducted found that social workers are often
familiar with code of conducts but do not use it as are source or toll
when they have to decide about the best conduct during difficult
situations.
5. Social workers must continue to engage and address the importance
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of ethical practice.
14.

Ethics How to
practice
ethically: Part
1

Frederic G.
Reamer
2001

Article
published in
the NEW
SOCIAL
WORKER
2001

1. The author recommends that social workers conduct what he refers
to as an ethics audit, where they take an in-depth look at- ethics,
related practices, policies and procedures.
2. He emphasises the maturation of social work ethics.
3. The following areas should be closely examined: Clients rights,
confidentiality and privacy, informed consent, service delivery,
conflict of interest, documentation, client records, client referral,
fraud and evaluation and research.

15.

Ethical
decision
making: The
person in
process

Marion
Mattison
2000

Article in
Social Work
Journal 2012
volume 45,
No 3
May 2000

1. Decisions made when facing dilemmas resulting from complex
ethics often relates to social workers’ personal preferences,
motivation, attitude, personal preferences and commitment to
policies and laws.
2. Social workers must develop an awareness of value preferences and
the potential effect it can have during ethical decision making.

16.

What is an
ethics
dilemma?

Karen Allen
2012

Article in THE
NEW SOCIAL
WORKER
2012 , vol. 19 ,
No 2

1. The following important aspects must be considered during ethical
decision making:
2. Is it an absolute dilemma, is it personal or professional, what are the
ethical, moral, legal and values that needs to be considered in the
situation.
3. It also provides an ethics decision-making model that can be applied
in situations where dilemmas resulting from complex ethics arise.

17.

Ethics issues
in adoption

Madelyn
Freundlich &
Rena Phillips
2000

Article
reporting on
discussions on
international

1. Adoption raises ethics issues that relates to competing rights
between parties when it comes to information, autonomy, respect
and equity.
2. There are specific market forces in adoption like costs in adoption
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conference
about ethics in
adoptions

18.

The role of the
social worker
in adoption
ethics and
human rights
an enquiry

BASW
Prof B
Featherstone
Prof A Gupta
S Mills
2018

Report of the
BASW
enquiry into
the role of the
social worker
in adoption
ethics and
human rights

19

Ethical and
Legal
Dilemmas in

H Schweitzer
and D Pollack

Article in
Family court
review vol.

Main Findings

that influences policy and practice.
3. There is a need to understand and engage on ethics issues relating to
race, culture, openness in adoptions and post-adoption services.
4. The aspects of adoptions that causes ethics issues must be identified
and should form the basis of ethics standards for practice.
Conventional
research:
Scoping review
of literature
Questionnaires
focus groups
and face to face
interviews.
(300
participants)

1. The enquiry looked at the role of human rights and ethics in social
work practice, when difficult decisions with long lasting
implications are made about children and families.
2. The enquiry highlighted that adoption policy, culture and the use of
resources are dictated by political and ideological perspectives on
adoptions.
3. Adoptions are described as complex and often provides for mixed
outcomes and experiences. These can range from a “happy ever
after” to all negative portrayals, neither contributing to a realistic
positioning of adoptions.
4. Key themes of dilemmas resulting from complex ethics and key
areas of consideration in adoption practice emerged during the
enquiry.
5. These themes were used to make specific recommendations, namely:
 Adoptions should be positioned in the context of wider policies
that deals with inequality and poverty.
 A more open approach to adoptions should be considered.
6. The challenges and opportunities that adoption as a placement option
bring should be compared with other permanence options.
1. Adoption work can give rise to very difficult legal and dilemmas
resulting from complex ethics
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44, No 2
April 2006

Redefining the Sandra Patton- Review essay
ethics of
Imani
adoption, race, 2002
gender and
class

Main Findings

2. There is no single solution to how to address these challenges
3. It is important to identify the relevant factors within specific ethics
challenges, since it can affect the outcome.
4. Dilemmas resulting from complex ethics must be identified and
recognised and best practice must be identified and applied.
5. Confidentiality in adoptions can be problematic and professionals
should strive towards a balance between disclosure and
confidentiality.
6. Ethics and governance frameworks should be developed around
issues like confidentiality and data.
A comparative
review of FoggDavis “the
ethics of
transracial
adoptions” and
Solinger “
Beggars and
choosers”

7. Looking at public perception it is important that when adoptions are
publicly discussed that we give attention to social structure, race,
gender and class and the stories of those affected by it.
8. Adoptions is described as an issue of reproductive politics. When
reproductive choice is determined by financial abilities, it would
appear that not all women have the right to making reproductive
decisions.
9. Ethics challenges regarding to inter-race adoptions can only be
explored if the social structure and circumstances of birthparents of
children of colour that lead to the adoption, are also considered.
10. There are power relations involved in the regulation of adoptions,
and social justice for all parties involved in adoptions should receive
the highest consideration.
11. An ethical approach to adoptions will include understanding into the
life experiences of poor pregnant women and acknowledging that all
children start in life, belonging to someone.
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3.7 Discussions of Results and Findings
This review aimed to identify and understand existing ethics challenges and ethics
frameworks and guidelines relevant to adoption that could be used in the development of an
ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa.
Various important categories emerged during the review process. They are: (1) values
and ethics principles relevant to adoptions; (2) the development of ethical guidelines by
contrasting and comparing existing guidelines; (3) areas giving rise to ethics issues and
dilemmas in adoptions; (4) suggested responses to dilemmas resulting from complex ethics that
could be included in a code of ethics for adoption social workers.
3.7.1

Theme 1: Values and ethics principles relevant to adoptions
The key values underlying social work referred to in all the reviewed documents included

respect for human rights, social justice, professional integrity, and competence. According to the
BASW (2014), some key ethics principles building on these values are: upholding and
promoting human dignity, respecting the right to self-determination, identifying and developing
strengths, maintaining professional boundaries, recognising diversity, and being professionally
accountable (BASW, 2014).
These values and principles are also reflected in most codes and guidelines reviewed and
the conclusion can be made that they are relevant to all areas of practice in the social work
profession, including adoptions.
When considering which values are specifically relevant to adoptions, it is important to
take the purpose of adoptions and the many areas of ethical complexity into consideration. The
main purpose of adoptions should be to respond to children’s basic right to protection and their
need for a safe and healthy permanent family environment through permanency planning.
Adoption should connect adoptable children with safe family environments intended to last a
lifetime. In the approach to the adoption process, the best interest of the child should outweigh
any other consideration (DSD, 2010a). Dukette (cited by Freundlich & Phillips, 2000)
emphasises that any assessment of value issues in adoptions must be made in the context of the
only reason for the institution of adoption to exist, which is providing for healthy childrearing.
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The ethics issues that arise from adoptions often relate to the conflicting needs, interests,
rights and responsibilities of people involved in adoptions. The Evan B. Donaldson Adoption
Institute provides a values framework for considering ethics issues in adoption, which is based
on the principle of the “best interest of the child”. It explores values at both an individual and
systems levels. The values on an individual level related to adoptions included are, respect,
beneficence, autonomy and knowledge. Values at a system level deals with equity, social justice
and accountability (Freundlich & Phillips, 2000).
Examples of conflicting rights and needs of people involved in adoptions as experienced
in practice include the right to information throughout their lives. Privacy and confidentiality
should therefore receive special attention during adoptions.
Autonomy and self-determination are values that are relevant to situations that involve
rights such as a birthparent’s right to voluntarily sign consent for the adoption of the child
without and/or against the wishes of the family. Self-determination, autonomy and duty of aid
and truth-telling in adoptions are also emphasised as key values in adoptions (Freundlich &
Phillips, 2000). It is further emphasised that the role and importance of culture relate to values of
respect and fairness, and professionalism. Therefore, the level of responsibility and competence
in relation to ethics of adoption social workers should be based on integrity, openness, honesty
and accountability.
Looking at adoption from a systems level and considering the role of social structure, the
following aspects become relevant: socio –economic class, level of poverty of birth families and
children placed for adoption, values based on respect for human rights, equity and social justice.
Ethics principles based on these identified values that are specifically relevant to
adoptions would focus on advocating for legislation and policies that promote equity and social
justice in adoptions. Recognising diversity, challenging discrimination and having a culturally
sensitive approach to adoptions also strongly emerged. In adoption, ethics principles will also
focus on respect for the right to self-determination by allowing parties in adoptions to make their
own choices, provided that it does not seriously threaten the rights, safety, and interest of others.
The principles will further promote appropriate information sharing based on confidentiality and
the right to privacy.
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According to Siegel (2013), social workers’ attitudes, beliefs, values and perspectives
affect every area of their professional functioning. She states that competence not only comprises
skills and knowledge, but also values. Adoption ethics are recognised as being complex and
therefore there is great emphasis on the adoption competency of service providers. Knowledge of
adoption ethics literature is very important and should be addressed by means of an ethical guide
for adoption social workers.
3.7.2

Theme 2: Key areas of existing global and national ethical guidelines.
The IFSW is one of the largest social work organisational member bodies, representing

social workers from 80 different countries. This organisation realised the importance of ethical
guidelines and developed an ethical and practice code for social workers around the world. This
ethical code has been accepted by different countries and revised to fit the practical ethics needs
of these countries (NASW, 2017). Australia and the USA, specifically, have been focusing on
social work ethics over the past few decades as ethics standards in social work have been
transformed since the National Association of Social Workers published it’s the first code of
ethics in 1960. This one-pager ethical guideline has since developed into the current Code,
ratified by the NASW Delegate Assembly in 1996, implemented in 1997, and revised in 1999
and again in 2017. It comprises six broad ethics principles and 155 ethics standards when it
comes to social work service rendering (Reamer, 2015).
All of the codes and guidelines reviewed address key areas aimed at serving as a guide to
the everyday professional conduct of social workers. These key areas are: identifying the
professions mission, core values, broad ethics principles and ethics standards that can guide
practice (NASW, 2017).
The SACSSP’s policy, guidelines and code of ethics was of specific importance due to its
relevance to the general aim of the research. The code is very comprehensive and is one of the
few codes that cover both ethical values, principles and standards, including implementation and
implications for failure to comply with the code. The policy guideline does not pay any special
attention to adoptions. It does, however, provide specific guidelines for working with HIV and
Aids.
The only adoption-specific code identified from this review is the ethics rules compiled
by EurAdopt. They developed additional ethical rules as a supplement to existing rules like the
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UN CRC and the Hague Convention on the Protection of Children and Cooperation with respect
to intercountry adoptions (EurAdopt, 2014).
The adoption-specific ethics rules of EurAdopt are divided into four parts, namely the
Biological parents, the Child, the Adoptive parent and Adoption organisations and their
cooperation with other bodies. Upon review of these rules or articles as referred to in the rule
document, it is clear that this document offers clear guidelines that can be applied in practice by
practitioners working in this field. The mere fact that it is referred to as ethical rules confirms the
observation, since it prescribes or prohibits specific actions in the before-mentioned parts. It is
also not only applicable to social workers, but also to other stakeholders and practitioners within
their membership base. This approach, although quite prescriptive, can be relevant when one
considers the ethical complexity and often controversy around intercountry adoption practices.
In conclusion, the rules address ethics issues related to consent by biological families
during adoptions, prevention of solicitation of birth families, contact and access, subsidiarity,
adoptability, legitimacy and credibility of service providers, children’s rights during adoption
like their right to cultural identity and access to background information and the importance of
family preservation (EurAdopt, 2014).
3.7.3

Theme 3: Areas that lead to issues and dilemmas related to ethics in adoptions
Adoption is often viewed and described as a complex legal and ethical process, since it

involves the rights of the child, the birth parent/s and the adoptive parent/s, and these rights are
often conflicting (Vorster, 2015). It becomes more complex in the sense that adoption is also a
lifelong process, and although adoptions often entail physical separation between mentioned
parties, there appears to remain a psychological presence or relationship that revolves around
specific themes. This can affect the parties involved for their entire lives and can have a ripple
effect.
There are diverse views and perspectives about adoption. These differences are often
based on what can be referred to as the contradiction that adoption brings. Adoptions can either
be a wonderful way of providing children deprived of permanent family care with loving stable
homes or it can provide for mixed experiences and outcomes that are not positive and that cause
great inequity, sadness and loss (Featherstone et al., 2018).
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During the review process, various areas in which ethics issues or dilemmas in adoptions
occur were identified. They can be summarised as follows:


One of the main areas of concern is the way that many governments and adoption
stakeholders across the world position adoptions with a “blue ribbon attitude” as the
“preferred placement option’’. This attitude relates to a historical focus on promotion of
adoptions due to shortage of adoptive families (Higgens & Smith, 2002).



The role of social structure, poverty and class, race and culture also appears to be
central to discussions and studies about ethics challenges in adoptions. Adoptions
should not become an intervention primarily because of poverty or lack of support and
care of birthparents, which is often the case.



A lack of family preservation and early intervention services in child protection and
social services result in professionals introducing adoptions prematurely as the ideal or
preferred placement option in the helping process. In the BASW enquiry it appeared
that permanence is equated with adoptions, and it becomes a runaway train. There is a
general decrease in the availability of early help and a lack of early interventions that
could help children remain in their families of origin (Featherstone et al., 2018).



The discrepancy in the supply of children for adoptions and the demand for young,
healthy adoptable children also provides for ethics challenges (Freundlich & Phillips,
2000). According to Selman (2012), this gap relates to rising infertility rates and a
decline of young healthy babies available for adoptions.



There is concern about the role of money in adoptions and global concerns about
improper financial gain and the sale and trafficking of children.



Commercialisation of adoptions due to the role of marketing, advertising and social
media in adoptions.



Race and culture play an important role in adoptions. There are ethics complexities
regarding inter-racial adoptions when children involved in adoptions dual racial and
cultural connections are ignored and they lose their cultural identity (Freundlich &
Phillips, 2000). There are also challenges surrounding different cultural perceptions and
approaches to adoption, especially in Africa. According to a report compiled by the
African Child Policy Forum (ACPF), cultural practices to a large extend inform
children’s rights in Africa. The role of extended family, kinship care and customary
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adoptions are also prioritised over legal adoptions with permanent severance of blood
relations (ACPF, 2012).


Issues arise with respect to the members of the triad’s access to information where these
rights are conflicting. The birthparents’ right to privacy or confidentiality can be in
conflict with the adoptee’s right to access background information about themselves.
Concerns regarding confidentiality, privacy and openness in adoptions can arise because
of its potential conflicting nature. Children’s right to truthful and factually correct
background information are also affected and ethics issues arise from the lack and
sometimes inaccuracy of the background information of children (Freundlich & Philips,
2000).



Adoption practitioners’ level of ethical and adoption competency and compromising
practice models may lead to ethical challenges.



There are adoption practice and procedural areas of concern, such as child-specific
recruitment practices and inadequate post-adoption service delivery with specific
reference to the lack of support provided to adoptive parents who are caring for children
with very specific needs.

3.7.4

Theme 4: Suggested responses to the identified areas of concerns
Given the complex ethics involved in the adoption process, the definition of adoption

services and key principles for adoption practice as provided for by the adoption practice
guideline, there should be an emphasis on the ethical responsibility and competency level of
adoption social workers in South Africa.
Some responses to areas of concern identified during the review process include the
following:


Adoption work should only be provided by social workers with training, experience and
awareness of the complex ethical, legal and procedural aspects present in adoptions
(Siegel, 2013).



Current adoption policy and practice models should be reviewed. Adoptions should be
positioned within the context of broader social policies relating to child protection,
poverty and inequality (Featherstone et al., 2000).



Adoption should form part of an integrated approach to child protection. It should not
be introduced prematurely as a preferred placement option. Early intervention services
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focusing on family preservation and prevention of the breakdown of the family should
be increased (DSD, 2010b).


Given the gap between “demand and supply” in adoptions, recruitment practices should
be reviewed and should be based on the following principles: best interest of the child,
integrity and respect for human dignity.



Recruitment and marketing campaigns aimed at polarising adoptions and recruitment of
prospective adopters should respect and protect the rights of the child and focus on the
current profile of children in need of adoptions.



Adoption work should be done from a purely non-profit approach and the competitive
climate created by unregulated and standardised costs and fees in adoptions should be
addressed (Higgens & Smith, 2002).



The rights of the people affected by adoptions should be balanced and weighed against
the child’s long-term best interest. Rights such as the right to information, privacy and
confidentiality should be balanced with the rights of the child. The disclosure of health
and relevant background information should occur in a factually correct manner.



The adoption process should be focussed on the needs of the child and a child-centred
approach should be central in adoption (Higgens & Smith, 2002).



Culturally sensitive approaches to adoptions should be followed and culturally relevant
adoption practice models should be developed.



Pre- and post-adoption training and support to people affected by interracial adoption in
respect of dual racial identity formation and integration should receive more attention
(Featherstone et al., 2018).



The marketing of adoptions with the aim to recruit or popularise the option should be
ethically appropriate and always preserve the interest of the child (Higgens & Smith,
2002).



Post-adoption services aimed at supporting adoptive parents should be compulsory.

3.8 Limitations of the Study
Only one ethical guideline for an adoption service provider was included. All other
guidelines that were included are international guidelines focusing on general professional
values, ethics principles, and rules of the social work profession. Only one general code of ethics
for social workers in South Africa and adoption practice guidelines could be included. Only one
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article included covered studies done in South Africa. More research is needed to make practical
recommendations from the rapid review.

3.9 Conclusion
The study is relevant because globally adoptions have proven to be a very contentious
and ethically complex specialised area of service delivery. Outside the general ethical guidelines
relevant to social work, there is limited evidence of any adoption-specific ethical guidelines that
help adoption social workers to negotiate the ethics challenges they experience. An array of areas
that lead to ethics issues related to adoptions are identified and explored in the relevant literature.
When focusing on the South African context, it becomes quite apparent that outside the
National Department of Social Development’s practice guideline, almost no other documented
ethical guidelines or rules for adoptions exist. Due to some of the mentioned limitations of the
study, more research may be required before an ethical guideline can be developed. However,
the results from this review give a clear indication of what the key areas of concerns with respect
to ethics related to adoptions are and what suggested responses should be, which could form the
basis for an ethical guideline.
The development of an ethical guide for adoption social workers could provide the
adoption social workers in South Africa with ethical guidelines based on relevant ethics
principles and values that can guide them in this area.
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CHAPTER 4

ARTICLE 2

AN ETHICAL GUIDELINE FOR ADOPTION SOCIAL WORKERS IN
SOUTH AFRICA AS DEVELOPED AND REFINED USING
THE DELPHI PROCESS
Abstract
Globally, there is concerns about the complex ethics and issues associated with adoption
practice (Freundlich & Phillips, 2007). The adoption process in South Africa has been described
as challenging, bureaucratic, and adversarial. The complexities are of a legal and ethical nature,
involving conflicting rights that can affect parties in adoptions across their lifespan (Vorster,
2015). Adoption of children also raises several human rights issues. It is therefore essential that
the whole process of adoption should be guided by the principle of identifying and acting in the
best interests of the child (Freundlich & Phillips, 2000). Measures are needed in several areas to
better protect children and their rights during adoption procedures.
There are no specific ethical guidelines available to address the adoption practice in
South Africa. The research study’s general aim was to develop an ethical guideline for adoption
social workers in South Africa. Using the results of a rapid review, a Delphi panel (consisting of
a panel of experts, such as members of the SACSSP; presiding officers from the children’s court
who issue adoption orders, accredited organisations, and social workers rendering adoption
services) identified key ethical issues with respect to in adoptions and refined, adapted and
developed an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa.
Keywords
Adoption social work, adoption practice, adoption ethical guidelines, ethics dilemma, ethic,
ethics principle and policy maker
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4.1 Literature Review
There are numerous challenges and dilemmas related to ethics in the field of adoption,
with no ethical guidelines available. This necessitated a study on the development of an ethical
guideline specifically for adoption social workers in South Africa. Adoption in South Africa is a
specialised area in the field of child care and protection and is regulated by the Children’s Act
(38 of 2005 as amended) and Social Service Professions Act (110 of 1978). Adoption is a legal
process whereby the parental responsibilities and rights of biological parent/s or guardian/s in
respect of a child are vested in the adoptive parent/s. In most instances, the legal implication is a
permanent termination of the responsibilities and rights of the biological parent/s or guardian/s.
It therefore has permanent legal implications as a child’s legal identity is changed.
Adoptions are prioritised in South Africa by the Children’s Act (38 of 2005) and
Adoption Policy Framework and Strategy (2010) as a preferred form of permanent alternative
care for young adoptable children. This is in line with The United Nations CRC and the African
Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the child (African Children’s Charter). The purpose of
adoptions is to protect children and to promote the goal of permanency by providing a stable
permanent alternative family care. The emphasis is on the fact that children have a right to grow
up in permanent stable families and that adoption should be based on the child’s best interest and
rights. The Guidelines on National Adoptions (DSD, 2011),

the Hague Convention on

Protection of Children and Cooperation in Respect of Intercountry Adoption (HccH, 1993), and
the United Nations Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children (UN, 2009) all confirm that
all adoption-related procedures and matters should be of a very high standard of practice.
Adoptions are life changing and often described as a very controversial area in child
protection. Decision making about complex issues like the wishes of birthparents, severance of
family relationships, infertility, genetics, race and culture, loss of identity and possession, and
ownership is at the heart of adoptions (Higgins & Smith, 2002).
Adoption involves the rights of the child, the birthparent/s and the adoptive parent/s, and
these rights are often conflicting (Vorster, 2015). These parties are often referred to as the three
parties to the adoption triad. Adoption is also a lifelong process in the sense that although
adoptions often entail physical separation between the parties, there appears to remain a
psychological presence or relationship that revolves around specific themes. It affects the parties
for their entire lives and can have a ripple effect (Moore, 2012). The issues with respect to ethics
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related to adoptions change over time, in the sense that adopted children become adults and their
knowledge of their genetics and historical identity may come into play.
Schweitzer et al. (2006) report that dilemmas related to ethics in adoption may include
breach of confidentiality related to the medical status of all parties involved, contacting
references as part of the screening process, biological mothers who “shop” between adoption
service providers to compare possible financial gain or attempting to exclude the biological
father. The social media posts of birthmothers advertising the sale of children for adoption has
also been reported recently, which further confirms the potential for ethics challenges within this
scope of practice. Social media, search engines, blogs, chat rooms, webinars, photo-listings and
an array of other modern communications tools, all facilitated by the internet, are transforming
adoption practices. This challenges current laws and policies, offering unprecedented
opportunities and resources and raises critical ethical, legal and procedural concerns about which
adoption professionals, legislators and the affected parties, by their own account, have little
reliable information, research or experience to guide them (Howard, 2012).
Freundlich and Phillips (2000) also confirm that areas of importance with respect to
ethics include the competing rights of the parties with regard to information, autonomy, respect,
privacy, and equity. There is also a need for a better understanding of the ethics considerations
about the role of race and culture in adoption.
Other areas of concern with respect to ethics in adoption globally includes;


The continuous decline of the numbers of children placed, while demand for children
for adoption remains high. This can give rise to illicit and unethical practices.



Compromising the child’s welfare and interest in the way that marketing in adoptions
are being utilised, since marketing focuses mostly on the need of the “consumer”, not
the needs and rights of the child.



Child-specific advertising and the role of marketing in recruitment strategies in
adoptions also raise concerns, since children can be treated as a means and their
interests can be compromised (Higgens & Smith, 2002).



There is also consensus that post-adoption services and support should be improved,
specifically due to ethics problems related to adoptive parents who are left on their own
to cope with traumatised children (Featherstone et al., 2018). The results of a study done
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by Waid and Alewine (2018) suggest that families are most in need of support during
the post-adoption period, especially during family developmental transitions.


Some ethics challenges post-placement involves truth telling and deception during
adoption processes. This is where parties to the adoption or professionals purposefully
withhold information. This can severely compromise the relationship between the
adoption parties. The issue of disclosure and how much to disclose to children about
their background, circumstances leading to the adoption, and information about the
birthparents, are quite complex.



A parallel is often drawn between child trafficking and legal adoptions. A moratorium
has recently been placed on resident and intercountry adoptions in Kenya due to alleged
child trade practices linked with adoptions (Daily Nation, 2019). The South African
DSD also claim that due to the role of fees and money in adoptions, children are treated
as commodities (Blackie, 2018). The role of costs and professional fees in adoption can
potentially provide for ethics challenges.

4.2 Rationale for the Study
This study is needed as adoption is a speciality with unique difficulties related to ethics.
There are no specific ethical guidelines available to address the adoption practice in South
Africa. The results of the study may play a crucial role in assisting adoption social workers and
policy makers with an ethical guideline to improve adoption services.
This chapter reports on the use of the Delphi process to identify dilemmas resulting from
complex ethics with respect to adoptions as well as solutions to develop, refine and adapt an
ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa.
The following research question was posed: What are the ethical principles that should be
considered in the development of an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South
Africa?

4.3 Purpose of this Study
The overall aim of this research is to develop an ethical guideline for adoption social
workers in South Africa.
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In pursuit of this aim, the objective was to use the results of the rapid review so that a
Delphi panel (consisting of a panel of experts, such as members of the SACSSP; presiding
officers from the children’s court issuing adoption orders; and accredited organisations and
social workers rendering adoption services) develops, adapts and refines the content of an ethical
guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa.

4.4 Research Methodology
4.4.1

Research method
In this research study the Delphi qualitative research process was used as method as it is

well-suited to answer the proposed objective, namely to refine, adapt and develop an ethical
guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa.
The Delphi process involves the researcher asking experts in the field to respond to a
specific question multiple times in an effort to reach consensus about an issue (Yousuf, 2007).
The Delphi process brings together specialists and professionals from a variety of disciplines
who may not be able to communicate as a group due to geographical and time-related scheduling
constraints and/or costs. This process prevents effects related to group dynamics, such as more
powerful participants dominating group discussions (Betancourt et al., 2015). A further strength
of the Delphi process is that the formalisation of the methodology, the amount of data, the
number of experts involved, and the diverging opinions make it a popular and credible approach
for policy makers. The process was an iterative one that required evaluation and re-evaluation of
data by determining possible themes and common ideas provided by the panellists. This process
allows for the refinement of a document design, in this case an ethical guideline for adoption
social workers in South Africa. The disadvantage of using this method is that it is often difficult
to convince people to comment twice. The dropout rate increases after the second or third round,
so most current studies are limited to preparation and two rounds. The ethical guidelines
developed for adoption social workers with the use of a rapid literature review was evaluated by
sending the draft guideline to a sample of experts in the field of adoption for evaluation and
review (Habibi et al., 2014:10).
4.4.2

Population
The population for this study comprised individuals who have common characteristics

that the researcher is interested in studying (De Vos et al., 2015). The sample was selected with
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care with the specific goal in mind. The population was representatives of the three professional
sectors in adoption: members from the SACSSP, presiding officers from the children’s court
who issues adoption orders, adoption social workers from accredited adoption organisations, and
accredited social workers in private practice. The researcher used the database with the names
and e-mail addresses of the two members of the SACSSP who work with adoption; the social
workers who work at the 59 organisations accredited to deliver adoption services; as well as 93
social workers in private practice accredited to do adoptions in South Africa. This resulted in a
total of 152 accredited social workers. The database is available to the public.
4.4.3

Sample selection and recruitment
The researcher made use of a non-probability sampling method (Babbie, 2013; Creswell

& Clark 2011; Grinnell & Unrau, 2011 and Rubin & Babbie, 2014) and employed purposive
sampling. Panellists were selected because they are suitably knowledgeable about the ethics
related to adoption in the context of South Africa. It was important that the Delphi panellists
have extensive experience or expertise in the area the research was investigating. For this study
they had to be able to review the developed ethical guideline for adoption social workers in
South Africa. As a result, the predetermined selection criteria used as basis for sampling directed
the sampling process (Babbie 2017; Bless et al., 2013; Maree, 2016). This design also permits
comparison of the perspectives of the different stakeholder groups.
The researcher recruited the panellists purposively by means of e-mailing an open
advertisement. The researcher used snowball sampling to recruit the presiding officers from the
children’s court who issue adoption orders. Literature on the Delphi process recommends 10 to
18 people in each panel (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004). The researcher intentionally selected
panellists who met the following inclusion criteria:


Professional board members from the SACSSP who deal with matters concerning the
ethical conduct of adoption social workers.



Social workers in private practice accredited with the South African Association for
Social Workers in Private Practice (SAASWIPP) to render adoption services.



Social workers at accredited CPOs rendering adoption services.



The social work panellists had to have a minimum of five years’ experience in the field
of adoption to be suitably knowledgeable about the ethics related to adoption in the
context of the South Africa.
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Presiding officers/commissioners had to have a minimum of two years’ experience
presiding over adoption cases.



All panellists had to have access to e-mail. The members acted as Delphi panellists and
had to answer the open-ended research question and make comments in Rounds 2 and 3
regarding the refinement of the guideline via e-mail.



Members who voluntarily indicated their availability for this review were included in
the study. Panellists therefore gave consent for participation in the Delphi.
The following exclusion criteria were applicable to the Delphi panel:
Social workers who are not accredited to do adoptions or presiding officers who do
not have any experience of adoptions in South Africa were excluded from this study.
In this research the Delphi panel consisted of two members from the SACSSP who

specifically deal with adoption issues, four presiding officers/commissioners from the children’s
court who issue adoption orders, as well as five social workers from organisations and five social
workers in private practice who are accredited to deliver adoption services and who are suitably
knowledgeable about ethics with respect to adoption in the context of South Africa. This sample
of 16 panel members ensured equal proportions for each group and thus ensured a balance
reporting from the different groups.
4.4.4

Data collection
Specialists and professionals from a variety of disciplines formed part of the Delphi

panel. Like many Delphi studies, this study was conducted by e-mail to speed up the
communication process (Loo, 2002).
In the first round of the Delphi process, the panel answered a question that was sent to
them via e-mail. Delphi processes can include a structured questionnaire in the first round. In this
study, the panellists were presented with a single, open-ended question during the first round:
“Identify dilemmas resulting from complex ethics in adoption in South Africa and make
suggestions for possible solutions that can be used to develop an ethical guideline for adoption
social workers in South Africa”.
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The open-ended nature of the first round’s question allowed panellists to state their own
ideas, views and opinions on the problem under investigation without any restrictions (Cramer et
al. 2008; Keeney et al., 2001).
After the first round the researcher thematically analysed the feedback as described by
Creswell (2014) and integrated the issues identified by the panel with the information from the
rapid review. The researcher then constructed key areas or themes of concerns with respect to
ethics and suggested responses to these key areas as a first draft of an ethical guideline (Hsu,
2007). This review took place via e-mail with an approximate time to completion of two weeks.
In Round 2 the researcher sent the first draft of the ethical guideline to the panellists. The draft
included an agreement index to determine the most effective guidelines. The panellists were
asked to respond to each key area to indicate it as agree, disagree and further comments to seek
clarification on agreements or disagreements to arrive at consensus and further comments in
order to seek clarification (Addendum B).
After the draft guideline was sent out, the researcher had to send out various follow-up emails to get responses from all panellists. The draft guideline was a very comprehensive, lengthy
document reflecting collective responses from Round 1. Responses were received from 12 panel
members during the second round and four panel members did not continue to participate during
this stage of the process due to time constraints on their side.
During the third round, the draft ethical guideline was sent to the panellists for
refinement, integrating new ideas and concepts until saturation was reached, and no new ideas
were provided. It took the researcher approximately eight weeks to collect all of the data.
This process should not exceed more than three rounds, and in this study was achieved
after three rounds. This can be regarded as the point of consensus (Habibi et al., 2014).
4.4.5

Trustworthiness
The researcher focused on four aspects, namely credibility, dependability, confirmability

and transferability to ensure the trustworthiness of this study (Rubin & Babbie, 2010).
The researcher implemented well recognised research methods to ensure that the study
was carried out in a way that enhances credibility. The researcher asked the same questions to all
the panellists to ensure credibility. The researcher also handed over the interpretation of
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collected data to her study leader for further assurance of credibility. Neutrality for this study
was ensured through confirmability, and lastly a dense and thick description of the data collected
from the panellists ensured transferability.
4.4.6

Data analysis methods
In the first round an open-ended question was distributed to the Delphi panel, who

completed the open-ended question and returned it to the researcher. The researcher manually
analysed the results of Round 1 thematically as indicated by Creswell (2014).
The information from the rapid literature review and the responses of Round 1 of the
Delphi were integrated and formed the basis of the draft ethical guideline. In Round 2 the draft
was sent to the Delphi panel to give them the opportunity to verify the collective responses, or to
change their answers, further clarify, and comment.
After feedback from the panel, the researcher revised the themes to arrive at precise key
areas for the guideline and to eliminate any redundancies. The data from each round were
analysed for common ideas, with notations regarding similar and discrepant responses.
Round 3 was conducted to seek clarification and to explain agreements or disagreements
to arrive at consensus. After Round 3 there was consensus about 11 themes. Consensus could not
be fully reached regarding three themes that were excluded, as is reported in the findings. It was
agreed that the one theme dealing with promoting and advocating for a specialised approach to
adoption within the social welfare and judicial sector in SA, would form part of the theme
relating to adoption competency. The proposed ethical guideline for adoption social workers will
not be applicable to other professionals. However, it would suggest that specialisation in the
judicial sector should be advocated for. The second theme relating to potential ethical challenges
in professional boundaries between the social worker and parties to adoption was excluded after
consensus was reached that it is already addressed by the existing professional code. The third
theme relating to ethical consideration regarding prospective adoptive parents’ motivation for
adopting and the motivation/reason of birthparents voluntary consenting to adoptions, was
viewed as duplicating information already captured under theme two.
The researcher also observed that there were some panellist biases present in the
responses that appeared to be related to differences between the disciplines, specifically between
responses from social workers in private practice and the social workers from organisations. This
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was taken into consideration and the researcher made an effort to get clarification in these
instances.
After the final stage, a sufficient amount of information was collected and the process
could be terminated by the researcher or the experts after consensus was reached that it is not
possible to further refine the guideline and no new information could be produce and thus data
saturation has been reached.
Although the goal was to obtain consensus, all data are reported, including discrepant
cases. However, discrepant responses were not used as common themes in the final results.

4.5 Ethics
The researcher gave due consideration to the ethics requirements and the panellists were
protected from any potential abuses. The process was conducted in such a way that the Delphi
panel members could participate within the comfort of their own personal space, with no expense
to them and within a reasonable time frame. The study held no risks for the panellists taking part.
Confidentiality was maintained by delinking the data from the panellists and utilising codes
numbers for returned e-mails.

4.6 Research Findings and Discussion
The results of the rapid review were relevant to this study, since it provided the basis for
the development of an ethical guideline. The results firstly identified key areas of concern related
to the ethics of adoptions globally. It secondly showed that there are a limited number of
adoption-specific policy and guidelines that provide guidance for identified dilemmas resulting
from complex ethics in adoption. The rapid review further provided important insight into key
values and ethics principles relevant to adoption practice and ethical challenges in adoptions.
Through the Delphi in accordance with the described process, 11 main themes relating to
ethics challenges that were perceived to be present in adoption practices in South Africa
emerged. Herewith follows a discussion of the key ethics themes found and suggestions made by
panellists in the Delphi panel, as to what an ethical guideline for adoption social workers should
address.
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Theme 1:

Challenges relating to competing and conflicting rights of parties in adoptions
that last a lifetime.

The results of the Delphi process identified various ethics concerns relating to competing
rights among the parties, both during the life cycle of the adoption process and across their
lifespan. The right of a prospective adoptive family to a child, rather than finding a suitable
family for a child in need, appears to be a key concern. This includes the pre-identification of
children in places of temporary care for adoption who have not yet been declared legally
adoptable. A potential conflict between birthparents’ rights to autonomous decision making and
the customarily right of the extended family to be involved also strongly emerged, as is indicated
by Panellist 1:
“The families are often not even aware that the mother is pregnant this brings issues of
secrecy and privacy/right to confidentiality”.
The responses also showed that adoption social workers working in isolation and the
principle of “one serving all” is problematic, since adoption social workers’ ability to be truly
impartial can be tainted and or compromised.
All panel members agreed that the rights of birthmothers are not always protected when it
comes to their right to make autonomous decision in relation the future of their unborn children.
Different role players involved during the adoption process (hospital staff, social workers,
courts) often try to influence the biological mother to not consider or choose adoption.
One panel member, supported by seven other panel members, suggested that general
hospital staff and non-accredited adoption social workers lack specialised knowledge and
competency and should refrain from getting involved with adoption counselling. It was,
however, pointed out that this may not be realistic due to possible absence of a specialist in such
situations and that one should rather explore engagement and capacity development.
The findings also indicated that the right of birthparents to state a preference regarding
the placement of a child with the prospective adoptive parent/s pending the legal finalisation of
the adoption can be controversial. Social workers practice models also vary significantly in this
regard. Ten panellists suggested that this right should receive consideration, but it should not be
the determining factor, since it could entail the removal of the child should the birthparent/s
withdraw consent during the 60-day period.
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Panellist 2: “The focus on the best interests of a child. A parent who consents to the
adoption of a child is, at the very least, emotionally already compromised. While their choice of
placement of a child pending adoption should be given due consideration, their choice ought not
to be the determining factor. “
One of the overarching guiding principles central to adoptions is that the best interest of
the child should be the primary consideration in all matters, and that is should outweigh any
other consideration. Adoption should therefore be based on permanency planning for children,
which implies that adoption procedures should be approached from the child’s need for a family
and not a family’s need or right to have a child. Children entering the childcare protection system
and who appear to be in need of permanent alternative family care should first be assessed to
determine if they are legally adoptable and if adoption would be the most appropriate form of
placement. Adoption should therefore be based on permanency planning for children, which
implies that the mechanism through which they enter the child protection system and the initial
services provided may provide the foundation for good adoption practise (DSD, 2010b).
The rights of parties to adoption should be balanced. These rights may be in conflict with
each other and may apply to the different stages of the adoption life cycle, namely the period
before, during and after the adoption process (Roby, 2007). As an example, a birthparent’s right
to autonomous decision making, confidentiality and right to participation in matching, including
stating preferences for matching, should receive due consideration. It should, however, be
balanced with the adoptive parent/s rights and preferences in this regard. More importantly, it
should be subject to the best interest of the child. When considering a placement for a child there
should be due regard for the child’s right to grow up in their family of origin and the desirability
of continuity in a child’s upbringing with respect to the religious, cultural and linguistic
background of a child (CRC, 2013). A birthparent/s decision to not involve extended family
during the adoption can be in conflict with the abovementioned rights of the child.
The importance of post-adoption support is confirmed, and all parties affected by
adoptions should have a right to appropriate post-adoption support and services (Featherstone
et.al, 2018).
Adoption social workers need to have insight into and an understanding of the evolving
rights of parties in adoption. They should have adoption competency, which means that they will
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have training in how to work with adoptees, birthparents, adoptive parents and they will have an
awareness of the different and relevant attitudes, perspectives, beliefs and values (Siegel, 2013).
Suggested ethical guideline content:


All adoptions should be approached from a child centred perspective and whenever
possible, children should be involved in the adoption decision making processes. The
adoption process should be centred on the child and in all considerations and decisions,
safeguarding and promoting of the child’s wellbeing, welfare and best interest should be
regarded as the most important. The child’s right and interest supersede any other
parties’ rights.



Adoption service providers should have adoption competencies. Social workers should
be familiar with literature addressing adoption specific issues. They further need
training to work ethically and effectively with people who have been affected by
adoption.



Subject to the best interest of the child, the biological parent’s rights to autonomy and
self-determination during decision making in the adoption process should be respected
and receive due consideration.



Proper option counselling by an adoption competent practitioner prior to any adoption
decision should be compulsory. The rights of the consenting parent and limitations of
such rights should be clearly stated. The counselling should be focused on the child’s
long-term best interest and be approached with a cultural awareness and a belief of the
client’s inherent right to make autonomous decisions without being pressured or
influenced.



Parents relinquishing their child for adoption must be given all relevant information
concerning the implication of their decision, and they should have reasonable
opportunity to change their mind prior to the placement of the child and the finalisation
of the adoption.



Adoption social workers should approach adoptions with a cultural awareness, but
cultural biases should not influence or create tension for the birthparents during the
decision-making process.



The biological mother’s wish not to involve the extended family should be respected,
but her motivation should be explored, since it can affect the best interest of the child.
The possibility of the support and/or involvement of the mother’s immediate family or
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extended family members should be explored to ensure that the child’s right to grow up
in his or her biological and extended family has been considered.


A uniform pre-identification protocol of children for adoption should be developed and
implemented in places of temporary care. Temporary places of care and caretakers who
provide temporary care for children pending adoption should have the understanding
that the care is temporary.



Requirements for social workers in private practice should be reviewed. All private
adoption social workers should form part of and adoption unit (consisting of at least two
social workers) to avoid one social worker serving all the parties. Regular supervision
of an independent supervisor is necessary. This person should be knowledgeable and
should channel reports for court and co-sign social workers reports.



The DSD and accredited adoption CPOs should structure adoption work in accordance
with the same principle.

Theme 2:

Ethics challenges in relation to exploitation, solicitation and coercing
birthparents to consenting to adoption of their children.

The feedback from the Delphi panel clearly indicated that there are various ethics
concerns regarding the potential exploitation of birthparents and families involved adoptions. It
is perceived that often undue pressure is placed on birthparents to relinquish children for
adoptions. It was further suggested that adoptions are often prematurely introduced as an option
and that it is presented as the “ideal form of placement”. This is done in the absence of
preventative protective measures, like family preservation and in-depth option counselling,
which leads to desperate birthparents having limited support and possibilities.
Panellist 3: “As an adoption social worker you cannot function in isolation. You need
support from other resources and colleagues. Private social workers cannot give alternative
options to the birth mother as her main focus is adoption”.
The Guide to Good Practice (HccH, 2012) and the Practise Guidelines on National
Adoptions (DSD, 2010, b) emphasise that the exploitation and coercing of birthparents in
adoptions should be avoided at all costs and that their protection in this regard should be a matter
of priority. These guidelines further state that it is the responsibility of the relevant authority to
ensure establish consent procedures that will ensure that adoption only takes place when the
required consents have been obtained in proper means (HccH, 2012).
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Suggested ethical guideline content:


The practice guidelines for national adoptions should address legal, policy and practice
requirements for efforts to identify, trace and counselling of all parties whose consent to
an adoption is legally required.



All relevant stakeholders should receive adoption training with regard to protocol, the
consenting parent’s rights, ethics considerations and role division during initial
engagement and the referral process.



Policy with regard to the adoption parties’ rights and potential conflicting ethics
challenges with social media should be addressed in both the national adoption practice
guideline and practice and organisation policies.



Presiding officers should be trained to establish when consent is sound by giving
consideration to aspects like prior counselling, options, involvement of extended family,
legal limitations, undue pressure and that the parents understand their rights.



Designated CPOs accredited to render adoption services should first have an initial
investigation in respect of the child’s need for care and protection, before the case is
allocated for adoption.

Theme 3:

Issues related to costs and professional fees charged in adoption and the
potential for improper financial gain in adoptions.

Results from the Delphi process showed that the adoption fees charged by the different
categories of service providers vary quite drastically and that fees charged by social workers in
private practice are currently not legally prescribed. An important concern appears to be the
absence of a reasonable costing model for the different categories and the absence of uniformity,
standardisation and consistent monitoring of all categories of service providers. This contributes
to the public perception that adoption is a business, which often discredits credible, specialised
adoption service providers. It also leads to negative public perceptions about adoptions.
Panellist 4: “Adoption social workers funded by none of the parties, irrespective of the
outcome of the adoption, are better positioned. The best model for the funding of adoption social
workers would be the same as social workers employed by NGOs receiving a grant from
government for the services rendered, alternatively, where adoption social workers are funded
from sources other than any of the parties to a matter”.
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Results also clearly indicated that there are instances where social workers continue to
recruit, contract and receive professional fees from prospective adoptive applicants with an
adoption preference to adopt from a specific race, such as a white baby or child, even though
limited numbers of children from this race group are legally available for adoptions. It creates
unrealistic expectations with prospective adoptive applicants, with very long waiting periods that
can create an opportunity for targeting children at risk within this race group for adoptions.
Panellist 5: “We know that it does happen and it is not good adoption practice and it is
not fair to the prospective adoptive parents”.
Some adoption social workers allow direct financial compensation to birthparents for
housing, studies, transport needs by matched prospective adoptive applicants during the
pregnancy and prior to the legal finalisation of the adoption. (Without a pre- or post-adoption
agreement and in contravention of Children’s Act 38 of 2005, Section 249(2) (a)).
Money and its potential influence in adoptions also remains a contentious area of concern
within child protection. The discussion of the role of money in adoption is also very relevant to
adoption practise in South Africa.
There appears to be a concern that unlike with other areas of child protection, the
involvement of money in adoptions can lead to competition between professionals. It can
provide opportunities for improper financial gain and influence outcomes in adoptions (DSD,
2010b). The South African DSD has recently proposed that a legal prohibition be placed on
receiving professional fees by any professional for professional services rendered in relation to
an adoption of a child, as is currently provided for by the Children’s Act (38 of 2005). They
claim that the motivation for this radical proposal relates to concerns regarding accessibility
issues and the alleged charging of exorbitant fees by adoption service providers. Although the
evidence on which these allegations are based have not been shared publicly, various concerns in
relation to fees and costs in adoptions have been raised in the past and was also raised by the
Delphi panel as an area of ethical concern. The following aspects were raised:
Lawyers charge fees to provide adoption services, then approach an adoption social
worker to render the service and to facilitate the adoption as prescribed by the Act (38 of 2005).
Clients are then required to pay for both services.
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According to the Guide on Good Practice issued by the HccH during 2012, the charging
of reasonable fees is supported, rather than adoption with no cost. It emphasises that it is not
realistic to provide services without cost, as adoption work is a professional service that requires
professional charges, and that adopters may be faced with costs for professional services that are
not subsidised in an otherwise “cost-free” system. It is, however, recommended that adoptions
should be done by non-profit bodies, it also emphasises the responsibility authorities have in
supervising fees charged.
Suggested ethical guideline content:
The Delphi panel suggested that the following will be included in an ethical guideline,
namely;


Operating costs and expenses incurred in relation to an adoption, within the different
practice settings (social workers in private practise, CPOs) should be costed. Based on
the results and evidence, reasonable standardised tariffs/schedules should be developed
and applied to the different practice settings. All professional fees that are allowed to be
charged in relation to an adoption should be legally prescribed.



Service providers rendering child protection and adoption services in terms of Section
156 and 233 of the Children’s Act (38 of 2005) should have non-profit objectives.



Designated and adoption accredited CPOs rendering adoption services should have the
competency and infrastructure and governance structures to meet specified operational
requirements.



The public should be educated about the relevant provisions. People who cannot afford
a fee should be able to receive the service free of charge, either from the Department or
designated CPOs receiving funding.



There should also be a controlling body reviewing the fees charged and work done.



Monitoring and regulating both adoption social workers in private practice and CPOs
charging professional fees, should be implemented, and a high level of transparency in
this area should be required. The accreditation of practitioners contravening the
provisions of the Act in this regard should be investigated.



South Africa has a free market system relying on supply and demand. Prospective
adoptive applicants should have the freedom of choice to use the services of any legally
prescribed and compliant adoption service provider.
135

Theme 4:

Ethical issues in relation to the role and importance of the right to privacy and
confidentiality in adoptions.

According to the results from the Delphi process, the role of privacy and confidentiality
in adoptions can give rise to areas of ethical concern. The relevance of confidentiality is not
limited to one party and it applies to the complete lifecycle phase of an adoption (Reamer &
Siegel, 2007). In South African adoption practices the birthparents and children’s rights to
confidentiality in adoptions can be jeopardised when presiding officers require adoption social
workers to place advertisements to trace alleged birthfathers and disclosing identifying details of
the birthmother and child.
Panellist 6: “It is a requirement of the court. It is a sensitive issue as it discloses the
identity and details of the birth mother.”
Legal requirements from courts jeopardise the rights of children when social workers are
forced to place advertisements to trace alleged birthfathers and disclose identifying details of the
birthmother and child.
Confidentiality and the right to privacy are addressed in both the South African Policy
Guidelines for Course of Conduct, Code of Ethics and Rules for Social Workers and in Section
248 (2 of 2000) which regulates process of protecting privacy. The code encourages social
workers to protect the right of parties to confidentiality, but there could be circumstances under
which confidential information could be divulged, like subpoenas issued by courts. It is
important in such instances to inform the party prior to disclosure that confidential information
will be disclosed due to subpoena by court.
The Professional Board for Social Work has also issued an opinion regarding
confidentiality in adoptions (SACSSP, 2019). According to Section 74, read with Section
305(1)(b) of the Children’s Act (38 of 2005). It is not allowed to publish any information relating
to the proceedings that may reveal the identity of the child, party to such proceedings, without
express permission of the court. The request by the courts to include the biological mother’s
identifying details in such advertisements would amount to gross infringement of the biological
mother’s constitutional right to privacy, as enshrined in Section 14 of the Constitution. It also
makes it clear that ordering a social worker to publish a biological mother’s details or to involve
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family members in a decision against the parents’ wishes, would expose a social worker to a
contravention of standard 5.2.1 of their code.
Suggested ethical guideline content:


Disclosure of potentially confidential information ought to be disclosed at the initial
stages and the decision to proceed with adoption must include the understanding of
potential disclosure. Adoption service providers should take appropriate measures to
strive towards protecting parties in adoptions’ right to privacy and confidentiality.



Informing clients of the limits of confidentiality when disclosure will be legally
required.



Marketing initiatives for recruitment and funding purposes by adoption service
providers and Child and Youth Care Centres, divulging identifying and personal
information and publishing of confidential information for donation/funding purposes
should be strictly regulated to prevent commercialisation of adoptions and potential
targeting of children.

Theme 5.

Issues reported in relation to implementation of Section 239 and the role of
Provincial adoption panels.

Section 239 of the Children’s Act (38 of 2005) states that an application for an adoption
order must be accompanied by a recommendation letter from the Head of the Department. The
Department has instituted adoption panels to be used as decision making platforms to issue the
Section 239 letters, ensuring that all processes of adoption are followed, and that legal
compliance has been exercised (DSD, 2018).
The Delphi panel identified various ethics challenges that appears to be related to the
adoption panels. These issues include, potential breach of confidentiality due to size of panels,
the alleged lack of adoption specific expertise or competence of panel members and alleged
unethical conduct by panel members during panels. Some adoption panels also insist on
informing families of the biological parent (over the age of 18) who has consented to the
adoption of the child, without obtaining the permission of the client.
The national Department has developed a standard operating procedure for panels in an
effort to work towards a standardised protocol on managing adoptions in all provinces. Based on
the Delphi feedback, it appears that the purpose and functions of panels are not clear and that in
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most areas there are not a standardised protocol in place. Concerns about the adoption
competency of panel members has also emerged, since it is reported that many panel members
do not have specialised adoption competency and or experience and often lack insight and
awareness of how to work ethically in adoptions.
It was recommended that the suggested ethical guideline should address a standardised
composition and competency of panel members that are senior social workers with previous
child protection and adoption experience. It is further recommended that the guideline delineates
what the purpose of the panels should be.
Panellist 7: “The composition of the panel ought to be prescribed. The same goes for the
competency of the panel members.”
Suggested ethical guideline content:


Composition and competency of panel members should be prescribed and standardised.
Panel members should be senior social workers with previous child protection and
adoption experience.



The number of panel members should be limited.



A guideline that delineates what the purpose of the panel is should be developed.



The panel should, check the quality and thoroughness of the investigation, though not
be over critical of the work done and not insist on personal approaches or views, but be
focused on what is best for the child. The legislative compliance requirements should be
of secondary concern.



Panel proceedings should be based on national uniform norms and standards and terms
of reference. Panel members should be subject to confidentially requirements and all
information should be treated with respect.

Theme 6:

Issues with respect to the role of internet in adoptions

The results indicated that the rise of the internet could play an important role in the
commercialisation of adoptions. Some concerns have emerged, including using social media
platforms and marketing campaigns to promote adoptions, using children’s personal information
and stories for marketing and fundraising and some concerns were raised about desperate
birthparents and prospective adoptive parents using the internet to initiate an adoption.
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There was consensus from panel members that the internet also poses a risk when it
comes to protecting the right of privacy and confidentiality of parties. Illegal, unsupervised and
without professional support tracing of origin and reunification meetings between parties in a
non-disclosed adoption by using social media are becoming more common and can have legal
and ethics consequences.
Howard (2012) summarises that “Social media, search engines, blogs, chat rooms,
webinars, photo-listings and an array of other modern communications tools, all facilitated by
the Internet, are transforming adoption practices, challenging current laws and policies, offering
unprecedented opportunities and resources, and raising critical ethical, legal and procedural
issues about which adoption professionals, legislators and the personally affected parties, by
their own accounts, have little reliable information, research or experience to guide them.”
The Delphi panellist emphasised the importance that utilisation of marketing within child
adoption should be done in such a way that it works around the interest of the child, and that the
child within adoptions is not treated as a means. It is also recommended that adoption service
providers need to develop policy about marketing, social media that is protective of the child’s
right to privacy, confidentiality and that promotes the best interest of the child.
Suggested ethical Guideline Content:


Utilisation of marketing within child adoption should be done in such a way that it
works around the interest of the child, and that the child within adoptions is not treated
as a means.



Consider new models and approaches to adoptions that will not always lead to complete
severance of connections to families of origin- open adoptions/post-adoption agreement.



Legal restrictions and ethical considerations should be stipulated in agreement with
parties prior to the adoption.



Organisations should develop policy about marketing, social media that is protective of
the child’s right to privacy, confidentiality and that promotes the best interest of the
child.
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Theme 7:

Issues relating to a lack of adoption competency, education, training and
insight into ethical complexities in adoptions.

According to the findings, many role players and social workers involved in the decisionmaking process within adoptions lack experience, relevant postgraduate training and insight into
ethically and legally complexities within adoptions, which is an area of speciality in South
Africa.
There were also concerns that the requirements of the SACSSP for registration of a
speciality in adoptions in South Africa are not uniform. The different category of service
adoption providers as provided for by the Children’s Act, namely: social workers in private
practice, DSD employees and CPO employees have different requirements in this regard. Many
social workers in the employ of the Department and CPO’s lack postgraduate and adoption
specific competencies. It further showed that competent supervision structures are not always in
place in these instances.
Panellist 8: “It is important to have standardisation and uniformity in the practice of
adoption for all adoption service providers including private social workers.”
The differences in how the various children’s courts operate were also highlighted.
In a study done by the HSRC of South Africa, on “the beliefs and perceptions of South
Africans towards adoption”, Mokomane et al. (2010) reported that practising social workers
experienced a lack of consistency and uniformity in the interpretation and implementation of
legislation, because of limited knowledge and understanding regarding the unique dynamics of
adoptions. It was also confirmed that the attitudes of social workers and the shortage of social
work staff and resources impacts negatively on the sector.
Siegel (2013) confirms that Adoption social workers should have adoption competency.
This means that social workers have to be familiar with literature addressing adoption specific
issues and must have had post graduate education training and consultation on how to work with
parties to the adoption within the complex service, legal and ethical frameworks.
The National Adoption Strategy developed by the DSD (2010a) emphasises that the
complex nature of adoption requires highly skilled and competent staff, particularly social
workers who normally carry the major load of adoption services. In South Africa adoption
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services have predominantly been performed by social workers from non-governmental
organisations accredited to render adoption services as well as social workers in private practice.
The majority of Departmental social workers have always had very little to do with adoptions,
apart from referring cases to non-governmental organisations and to social workers in private
practice. The challenges identified by Mokomane et al. (2010) in South Africa, could intensify
with the inclusion of social workers from the DSD, as provided by the second Amendment Act.
This group of emerging social workers mostly excluded historically from rendering specialised
adoption services will need specialised training and guidance.
Suggested Ethical Guideline content:


Uniform requirements for registration of a speciality and application for accreditation
should apply. Continuous professional development of adoption social workers in
working with adoptees, biological families, adoptive parents should be required.



It should be required that adoption social workers have had experience in the childcare
and protection system and adoptions and have awareness and understanding of human
rights based and ethical adoption work.



Adoptions is a lifelong process. Working with people within adoptions requires training
and awareness of our attitudes, our beliefs and perspectives and our values, since this
can influence very thing that we do as social workers.



Accreditation criteria and speciality requirements should include due consideration of
specialised post graduate training and experience in adoptions.



Promoting and advocating for a specialised approach to adoption within the social
welfare and judicial sector in SA.

Theme 8:

Issues regarding the role of openness, compulsory disclosure in adoptions

Two important themes of ethics concern emerged relating to a child’s right to be
informed of his/her adoptive status and a child’s right to access personal and background
information after the adoption.
The Delphi panel reported that there are still many adoptions where adoptive parents
refuse to disclose to the child that he/she was adopted by keeping it a secret. They recommend
that the principle that children have a right to information pertaining to their biological identity
and background should be endorsed and included in an ethical guideline in accordance with the
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spirit of the United Nations CRC in regard to seeking and receiving information. In their book
Telling the truth to your adopted or foster child, Keefer and Schooler (1993) also emphasise that
intentional disclosure should be a prerequisite in adoptions.
Panellist 9; “The importance of informing a child about his/her heritage is emphasised
throughout the process with the adoptive parents. However, we do not always have control over
it. In the end it is the adoptive parents who will decided whether to tell or not tell the child. In
certain cultures some parents do not believe in telling the child that he/she is adopted. They
believe that the child will turn against them.”
There also appeared to be conflicting views of a child’s right to access information about
their birthparents and circumstances leading to the adoption because it can infringe on the
birthparents right to privacy. Zappala (2009) recommends that the birthparent/s and adoptive
parents’ right to privacy and confidentiality in adoption should be based on the principle of
mutual consent, which both protects the birthparents right to privacy and the adoptee’s desire to
know personal information about themselves.
The following areas of concern were also identified: The mother’s right to not disclose
her adoption decision to family members within different cultural frameworks are often
challenged. A child’s right to background and adoption information are often frustrated by
adoption social workers and or adoptive parents due to a lack of insight, understanding or
training around the importance of origin.
Parties right to have access and to get copies of reports and support documentation during
adoption court proceedings are often unclear. In cases of non-disclosed adoptions, it is often
refused, but consideration should be given to the child’s right to have access to important
background information.
Suggested ethical guideline content:


Conflicting rights of parties in adoptions should be balanced. The child’s right and best
interest should be prioritised.



The principle that children have a right to information pertaining to their biological
identity and background should be endorsed and in accordance with the spirit of the
United Nations CRC in regard to seeking and receiving information.
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The potential conflicting rights of the extended family to be involved in decision
making versus the biological mother’s right to exclude them, should be approached with
a cultural awareness and considered within the context of the best interest of the child
and of values relating to self-determination, autonomy and confidentiality.

Theme 9:

Issues relating to cultural and racial biases in adoptions within multiracial
societal context.

Results from the survey revealed that the presence of cultural biases during the decisionmaking process in adoption can lead to ethical dilemmas and that many adoption service
providers lack insight and understanding of the important role of cultural beliefs in adoptions and
that adoption practices by large do not reflect an integration of cultural diversity.
Panellist 10: “It is important for adoption service providers to learn and have an
understanding of the different cultures”.
Race and culture matters and our racial identity influences our lives and how we
understand ourselves. We need to talk about race, and we need to help our children understand
their racial background and the influence it has on them (Arise adoption conference, October
2017).
The research from Mokomane et al. (2010) suggests that several socio-cultural beliefs,
perspectives and norms come into conflict with general perceptions of the goal of adoptions. The
research showed that adoptions is generally not seen as a culturally good option. The report also
suggests that cultural practices and beliefs inform care practices and can play a role in the low
adoption rates in South Africa. Adoption is also described as a matter of public, social and
political interest and culture and the context in which it takes place, are very relevant
(Mokomane et al, 2010).
Based on abovementioned findings and evidence it appears that socio- cultural beliefs
and perspectives could influence decision making in procedures and matters relating to adoptions
in South Africa. It further suggests that based on the evidence of strong cultural opposition to
adoption that the observations made by the Delphi panellists regarding cultural biases to
adoption should be addressed in the proposed ethical guidelines.
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To prevent cultural biases negatively impacting on adoption matters it is recommended
that adoption service providers should have an acute awareness of their own cultural biases
around adoption and that they should approach adoptions with a cultural awareness. Looking at
human rights in relation to cultural practices Katiuzhinsky and Okech (2002), also point out that
cultural rights should not be rejected solely on the basis that they are in conflict with other
human rights. They cannot however be enjoyed without limits.
Suggested ethical guideline content:


Adoption service providers should have an acute awareness of their own cultural biases
around adoptions.



Adoption social workers should approach adoptions with a cultural awareness and
cultural biases should not influence the ability of social workers to make objective
difficult decisions.



Practitioners should have the competency and ability to provide guidance to adoptive
parent/s and children adopted transracially to develop skills that will help them to
develop a healthy racial identity (Parent education).



Practitioners should consider and give thought to racial and cultural heritage of
children- adoptive parents must understand racial and cultural identity needs.



Advocate that policy like RACAP are not rigidly applied to restricting inter-race
adoptions and deprive many children of colour from permanent families.



Cultural awareness should be considered with adoptions BUT it should not be the
guiding principle. The guiding principle should be the human rights and best interest of
the child concerned.

Theme 10: A lack of standardisation in adoption practise in SA relating to recruitment of
prospective adoptive applicants, screening, matching, networking, placement
and post-adoption support.
The results from the Delphi process confirmed that there appears to be distinct
differences in relation to norms and standards within adoption recruitment, screening and
preparation practices. Some practitioners follow in-depth and stringent process, including
psychological assessments and compulsory attendance of preparation courses, whereas some
have a few interviews. The absence of standardisation can lead to inconsistencies and quality
service delivery may be compromised.
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The panellists concluded that the ethical guideline should include uniform policy and
norms and standards and practise guidelines that would address the potential service gaps and
areas of ethical concerns which has been identified.
They emphasised the importance of improving post-adoption services, developing
minimum norms and standards for practise and making it compulsory. The enquiry by the
BASW (Featherstone et al, 2018) found that people affected by adoption indicated a need for
more specialised services to be available for them throughout their lives.
Proposed Guidelines should address and advocate for:


A clear policy position on recruitment practices should be developed and apply.



A clear policy position on organisation based criteria for assessment of fit and proper
adoptive applicants should be developed and apply.



Compulsory minimum norm and standard for screening should be developed.



Compulsory parent education and preparation for adoptions and minimum norms and
standards in this regard should be established.



Practise Guidelines for matching and placement process should be developed. Matching
and placement of older children should receive specific attention. Clear policy position
and guidelines regarding placement of children with prospective adoptive parents prior
to establishment of child’s legal adoptability.



Developing norms and standards for ethical networking that will prevent potential
supersession, and competition among service providers.



Post-Adoption services should be improved, and clear minimum norms, standards and
requirements for compulsory post-adoption services should be developed and apply.



Strong policy position and guidelines on issues relating to dealing with siblings,
children with special needs and older children within adoptions.

Theme 11: Issues when adoptions are undertaken as a standalone and not as part of an
integrated approach to child protection:
According to the Delphi process, adoption processes rendered by adoption social workers
are not always approached from a holistic child protection perspective. Adoptions are often
facilitated as a standalone, and adoption service providers are not familiar with broader child
protection statutory guidelines and protocols. Feedback from panellists confirmed that adoption
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social workers in private practise are specifically at risk, since their scope of practise mainly
focus on adoptions. Accredited CPOs are mostly also designated to render other statutory
services and should have a more inclusive scope of practise. Section 157 in the Children’s Act
(38 of 2005) provides for various interventions and forms of alternative care which would be
based on the best interest requirement. The draft childcare and protection policy (2018) clearly
states that effective childcare and protection call for the provision of a comprehensive continuum
of promotive, preventative and protection services. It takes a developmental approach where
responsive protection services should only be introduced if the preventative safety net fails
children.
Panellist 11: “It should be part of an integrated approach”
Suggested ethical guideline content:


Adoption social workers previous experience should include experience in other areas
of child protection and statutory services.



Adoptions should form part of wider social policies relating to poverty and inequality.
People affected by adoptions should be enabled to have a voice about the relationship
between social deprivation and statutory intervention and parenting.



Adoptions should be seen as an integral part of child protection and not a standalone. A
holistic approach should be taken which includes a preventative and supportive services
to preserve family and prevent breakdown of family prior to statutory intervention.



Social workers should be cognisant of the principle that meeting the rights of children
can be bound up in meeting the rights of parents and families, and therefore avoid
positioning the status of adoption as the ‘preferred’ or ‘ideal ‘placement option.



Mothers should be educated, and courts should pay a bigger role in explaining the
options to them. Social worker should be requested to submit report and indicate what
steps have been taken to assist parent with reunification as provided for in sec 157(2).

4.7 Conclusion
The purpose of this objective through the use of a Delphi process was to identify, refine
and developed the content of ethical guidelines for Adoption Social Workers in South Africa.
Through the Delphi process, 16 participating panel members identified and refined 11 key
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themes of areas of ethical concern found in adoptions. Due to time constraints four panel
members did not continue to participate during Round 2.
The key themes of ethical concerns identified and refined are as follows.
Theme 1:

Ethical challenges relating to competing and conflicting rights of parties in
adoptions that last a lifetime.

Theme 2:

Ethical challenges in relation to exploitation, solicitation and coercing birthparents
to consenting to adoption of their children.

Theme 3:

Ethical issues in relation to costs and professional fees charged in adoption and
the potential for improper financial gain in adoptions.

Theme 4:

Ethical issues in relation to the role and importance of the right to privacy and
confidentiality in adoptions.

Theme 5:

Ethical issues reported in relation to implementation of Section 239 and the role
of adoption panels.

Theme 6:

Ethical and legal issues in respect of the role of internet in adoptions.

Theme 7:

Ethical issues relating to a lack of adoption competency, education, training and
insight into ethical complexities in adoptions.

Theme 8:

Ethical issues regarding the role of openness, compulsory disclosure in adoptions.

Theme 9:

Ethical issues relating to cultural and racial biases in adoptions within multiracial
societal context.

Theme 10:

A lack of standardisation in adoption practise in SA relating to recruitment of
prospective adoptive applicants, screening, matching, networking, placement and
post-adoption support:

Theme 11:

Ethical issues when adoptions are undertaken as a standalone and not as part of an
integrated approach to child protection.
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Consensus could not be fully reached regarding three themes that were excluded. It was
agreed that the one theme dealing with promoting and advocating for a specialised approach to
adoption within the social welfare and judicial sector in South Africa would be incorporated
under the theme relating to adoption competency. The proposed ethical guideline for adoption
social workers will not be applicable to other professionals. It would, however, suggest that
specialisation in the judicial sector should be advocated for. The second theme relating to
potential ethical challenges in professional boundaries between the social worker and parties to
adoption were excluded after consensus were reached that it is already addressed by the existing
professional code. The third theme relating to ethical consideration regarding prospective
adoptive parent’s motivation for adopting and the motivation/reason of birthparent’s voluntary
consenting’s to adoptions, were viewed as duplicating information already captured under theme
two.
In Chapter 5, the researcher makes recommendations for content for ethical guidelines
which will address abovementioned issues, as well as address limitations and recommendations
for further studies.
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CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS
AND LIMITATIONS

5.1 Summary
The aim of this chapter is to refer to the aims and objectives of the study and to establish
if these have been met. This is followed by the conclusions of the study, recommendations for
future studies and a discussion the limitations of the study.
Chapter 1 provided an orientation to the research, problem statement, context,
background and methodology relevant to this study. The research aim of this study was to
develop the content of an ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa. To
achieve this aim, utilised two research objectives:
Objective 1: A Rapid review on existing national and international ethical documents for
adoption social workers, to identify guidelines most appropriate in dealing with ethical dilemmas
in adoption social work.
Objective 2: Using the results of the rapid review, a Delphi panel (consisting of a panel of
experts, such as members of the SA council for social service professions; presiding officers
from the children’s court issuing adoption orders and accredited organisations and social workers
rendering adoption services) will develop, adapt and refine the content of an ethical guideline for
adoption social workers in South Africa.
In Chapter 2 a literature review was done to provide the background for the study by
exploring adoptions within a South African context by focusing specifically on themes, trends,
patterns and challenges unique to the South African context. Attention was also given to specific
global themes that have been identified as areas giving rise to ethics challenges in adoptions and
the theoretical foundation of ethics on which the study is based.
In Chapter 3, a rapid review of relevant existing national and international ethics
documents for adoption social workers was done in an attempt to identify guidelines most
appropriate in dealing with dilemmas resulting from complex ethics in adoption social work. In
Chapter 4, the results of the rapid review were used by utilising a Delphi panel who further
identified key ethical challenges in adoptions and made recommendations for the content of an
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ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa. The findings of the rapid review
were integrated into the key themes identified by the Delphi panellists.

5.2 Conclusions
In order to meet the main aim of this study, the researcher utilised a multi-method
approach. During the first stage of the study a rapid review was done. As mentioned, the aim of
the rapid review was to identify and understand existing ethical challenges and ethical
frameworks and guidelines in adoption that may be used in the development of an ethical
guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa. Twenty documents and articles were
found with information about specific categories of importance to the general aim of the study.
The following key categories of importance were identified:
5.2.1

There are key values and ethics principles in social work that are also relevant to
adoptions
Key values relevant to adoptions that could be identified were respect, beneficence,

autonomy, self-determination, fairness, professionalism, knowledge and accountability. It is
further emphasised that a values framework for considering ethics issues in adoption, should be
based on the principle of the “best interest of the child”. Values at a systems level included
equity, social justice and accountability (Freundlich, 2000).
Ethics principles based on these identified values that are specifically relevant to
adoptions would focus on:


Advocating for legislation and policies that promotes equity and social justice in
adoptions.



Recognising diversity, challenge discrimination and having a culturally sensitive
approach to adoptions also strongly emerged.



The adoption ethics principles should also focus on the respect for the right to selfdetermination by allowing parties in adoptions to make their own choices provided that
it does not seriously threaten the rights, safety and interest of other.



The principles will further promote appropriate sharing of information based on
confidentiality and right to privacy.

155

5.2.2

The importance of professional ethical guidelines in dealing with ethical challenges
in social work
Social work is one of the professions that requires multifaceted professional ethics. It

relates to the fact that there can be tension between the different functions of social work namely
social change, social justice, and social control (Jedynak, 2014). Social workers often have to
consider what is wrong or right in a given situation and also balance the rights and the needs of
the different people they serve (Barry, 2009). It also appears that due to increased specialisation
of occupations, general ethics have become inadequate in providing answers for dilemmas in a
particular profession and that this has led to an increase in the development of ethics codes for
specific occupations (Jedynak, 2014).
Ethical codes, guidelines and standards of professional ethics are developed for specific
professions. Professional ethics sets guidelines for conduct and protects workers against immoral
practices and assists workers on how to resolve dilemmas resulting from complex ethics that can
arise.
5.2.3

Identified areas giving rise to ethics issues and dilemmas in adoptions
During the review process, various areas that can give rise to ethics issues and/or

dilemmas in adoptions were identified:


Many governments and adoption stakeholders across the world historically positioned
adoptions with a “blue ribbon attitude” as the “preferred placement option’’ and how
that could influence debates and decisions regarding the use of care intervention for
children (Featherstone et al. 2018).



The role of social structure, poverty and class, race and culture also appeared to be
central to discussions and studies about ethics challenges in adoptions. Adoptions
should not become an intervention primarily because of poverty or lack of support and
care of birthparents, which is often the case.



A lack of family preservation and early intervention services in child protection and
social services plays into the hand of adoptions being introduced prematurely by
professionals as the ideal or preferred placement option in the helping process.



The gap between the supply of children for adoptions and the demand for young,
healthy adoptable children leads to ethics challenges (Freundlich & Phillips, 2000).
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The role of money in adoptions and global concerns about improper financial gain, sale
and trafficking of children.



The role of the internet and marketing in adoption leads to commercialisation of
adoptions, which creates ethics challenges.



The ethics complexities of inter-race adoptions when children in adoptions’ dual racial
and cultural connections are ignored and they lose their cultural identity (Freundlich &
Phillips, 2000).



There are also challenges around different cultural perceptions and approaches to
adoption, especially in Africa. The role of extended family, kinship care and customary
adoptions are also prioritised over legal adoptions with permanent severance of blood
relations (ACPF, 2012).



Ethics concerns regarding confidentiality, privacy and openness in adoptions are raised
because of its potential conflicting nature. Children’s right to truthful and factually
correct background information are also affected and ethics issues are raised by the lack
and sometimes inaccuracy of background information of children (Freundlich & Philips,
2000).



Adoption practitioners with an inadequate level of ethical and adoption competency and
compromising adoption practice models can give rise to ethical challenges.



Some of the adoption practice and procedural areas of concern that were found include,
child specific recruitment practices and inadequate post-adoption service delivery.

5.2.4

Suggested responses to identified areas of ethics concern in adoptions

Some responses to areas of ethics concern that could be identified during the review process are:


Adoption work should only be provided by social workers with training, experience and
awareness of the complex ethics, legal and procedural aspects present in adoptions
(Siegel, 2013).



Current adoption policy and practice models should be reviewed. Adoptions should be
positioned in the context of broader social policies relating to child protection, poverty
and inequality (Featherstone et al, 2000).



Adoption should form part of an integrated approach to child protection. It should not
be introduced prematurely as a preferred placement option. Early intervention services
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focusing on family preservation and prevention of the breakdown of the family should
be increased (DSD, 2010b).


Based on the so-called bridging gap between “demand and supply” in adoptions,
recruitment practices should be reviewed and should be based on the following
principles: best interest of the child, integrity, and respect for human dignity.



Recruitment and marketing campaigns aimed at polarising adoptions and recruitment of
prospective adopters should respect and protect the rights of the child and focus on the
current profile of children in need of adoptions.



Adoption work should be done from a purely non-profit approach and the competitive
climate created by unregulated and standardised costs and fees in adoptions should be
addressed (Higgens & Smith, 2002).
The key themes of concern that were identified during the rapid review were incorporated

and refined by the Delphi process utilised during the second phase of the research process.
During the Delphi process, 11 key themes relating to ethics challenges that were perceived to be
found in adoption practices in South Africa were identified and refined.
The Delphi panel further made recommendations regarding content for an ethical
guideline that would address these ethics areas of concern. The recommendations made were
incorporated into a proposed ethical guideline for adoption social workers in South Africa and
are presented in Table 5.1.

5.3 Recommendation
5.3.1

Recommendations for the content of the ethical guideline
The researcher is of the opinion that there is significant evidence that suggests that

adoption ethics are recognised as being complex. The rapid review and the Delphi process
revealed key themes of ethics challenges in adoptions globally and specifically related to South
Africa. The findings also confirm that there are a limited number of guidelines, ethics codes and
rules dealing with ethics challenges found in adoptions.
Based on the reviewed literature and all the results from the research study, it can be
suggested that an ethical guideline for adoption social workers should include the following key
ethics standards:
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Table 5.1: Recommendations for Ethical guideline for Adoption Social Workers in South
Africa
Recommendations for Ethical guideline for Adoption Social Workers in South Africa
1. Introduction
2. Purpose of the Ethical guideline
3. Legislative Framework
4. Values and Ethics Principles
Values:


Human rights, integrity, beneficence, professional responsibility, fairness, autonomy,
confidentiality knowledge and accountability, social justice

Ethical Principles:














Promoting the dignity and worth of the person
Respecting the right to self-determination
Working from a strength base perspective and enhance people’s capacity to address their
own needs.
We should behave in a trustworthy manner. Our practice should be based on openness
and honesty.
The duty of truth telling in adoptions.
Service and/or service delivery.
We should uphold professional standards of conduct and we should cooperate with other
social workers.
We should maintain professional boundaries.
Social workers strive to ensure people’s access to resources, services, equal opportunities,
and their right to participation.
We should recognising diversity.
We should be professionally accountable.
The child’s needs and interest should be primary.
Adoption models and practices should recognise multiple attachments and complex
identities.

5. Ethical Standards
Balancing competing and conflicting rights of parties in adoptions that last a lifetime



All adoptions should be approached from a child-centred perspective and whenever
possible, children should be involved in the adoption decision-making processes.
The child’s right and interest supersede any other parties’ rights.
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Subject to the best interest of the child, biological parents’ rights to autonomy and selfdetermination during decision making in the adoption process should be respected and
receive due consideration.
Proper option counselling by an adoption competent practitioner prior to any adoption
decision should be compulsory.
The rights of the consenting parent and limitations of such rights should be clearly spelled
out. The counselling should be focused on the child’s long-term best interest and be
approached with a cultural awareness and a belief of the client’s inherent right to make
autonomous decisions without being pressured or influenced.
Parents relinquishing their child for adoption must be given all relevant information
concerning the implication of their decision, and they should have reasonable opportunity
to change their mind prior to the placement of the child and the finalisation of the
adoption.
The biological mother’s wish not to involve the extended family should be respected, but
her motivation should be explored, since it can affect the best interest of the child. Where
possible the possibility of the support and or involvement of the mother’s immediate
family or other extended family members should be explored to ensure that the child right
to grow up in his or her biological and extended family has been considered.
Uniform protocol regarding potential pre-identification of children for adoption should be
developed and be implemented in paces of temporary care. Temporary places of care and
caretakers who provide temporary care for children pending adoption should have the
understanding that the care is no more than temporary.
Requirements for the practice setting for social workers in private practice should be
reviewed and serving all parties in one case should be avoided. All private adoption social
workers need to form part of a proper adoption unit. The unit has to consist of at least two
social workers and they should have an independent supervisor who is knowledgeable and
involved in the unit, not only in name and on paper. The supervisor should canalise
reports for court and social workers and co-sign reports.
The Department of Social Development and designated, adoption accredited child
protection organisations should structure adoption work in accordance with the same
principle.

Prevention of exploitation, solicitation, and coercing birthparents into consenting for the
adoption of their children.




There should be a clear protocol in place for referral of adoption-minded clients and
adoptable children. The protocol should apply to different sectors, including health, social
development, the SAPS and the Department of Home Affairs. It should further be aligned
with the statutory guidelines, but it should not lead to unnecessary delays for intervention.
All other relevant stakeholders should be engaged and receive adoption-specific training
with regard to protocol, the consenting parents’ rights, ethics considerations and role
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division during initial engagement and referral process.
Policy with regard to the adoption parties’ rights and potential conflicting ethics
challenges within social media (pre- and post-) must be developed.
Minimum requirements for efforts to trace parties whose consent are required in
adoptions should be developed.
Presiding officers should be trained to play a more important role in establishing when
consent was sound by giving consideration to aspects like prior counselling, options,
involvement of extended family, legal limitations, undue pressure etc.
Designated child protection organisations accredited to render adoption services should
first have an initial investigation with respect to the child’s need for care and protection,
before the case is allocated for adoption.

Prevention of commodification of children in adoption through improper financial gain.












Operating costs of and expenses incurred in relation to an adoption, within the different
practice settings (social workers in private practice, child protection organisations) should
be costed. Based on the results and evidence, reasonable standardised tariffs/schedules
should be developed and applied to the different practice settings. All professional fees
that are allowed to be charged in relation to an adoption should be legally prescribed.
Service providers rendering child protection and adoption services in terms of Section 156
and 233 of the Children’s Act 9, 38 of 2005) should have non-profit objectives.
The public should be educated about the relevant provisions in respect of professional
fees.
People who cannot afford a fee should be able to receive the service free of charge, either
from the Department or designated child protection organisations receiving funding.
The criteria for determining affordability ought to also to be clarified so that a sliding
scale of fees directly proportionate to the fees charged could also be implemented.
Monitoring and regulating of both adoption social workers in private practice and child
protection organisations charging professional fees should be implemented, and a high
level of transparency in this area should be required. The accreditation of practitioners
contravening the provisions of the Act in this regard should be investigated.
The charging of reasonable fees by professionals rendering a specialised service should be
allowed. There should also be a controlling body reviewing the fees charged and work
done.
South Africa has a free market system relying on supply and demand. Prospective
adoptive applicants should have the freedom of choice to use the services of any legally
prescribed and compliant adoption service provider.

Respecting and balancing the rights of parties in adoption to privacy and confidentiality
during the adoption process and across their lifespan.


Obtained informed consent from clients about the use of information divulged by them
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and from whom information be requested ought to be disclosed at the initial stages when
a prospective adoptive parent expresses a desire to adopt. The decision to proceed with
adoption must include the understanding of potential disclosure. Thereafter, all relevant
information ought to be disclosed.
Informing clients of the limits of confidentiality when disclosure is legally required.
Marketing initiatives for recruitment and funding purposes by adoption service providers
and child and youth care centres, divulging identifying and personal information and
publishing of confidential information for donation/funding purposes should be strictly
regulated to prevent commercialisation of adoptions and potential targeting of children.

Legally compliant and ethically founded Section 239 panel procedures.








The composition and competency of panel members should be prescribed and
standardised. Panel members should be senior social workers with previous child
protection and adoption experience.
The number of panel members should be limited.
A guideline should be developed to delineate what the purpose of the panel is.
The panel should check the quality and thoroughness of the investigation, though not be
over critical of the work done and not insist on personal approaches or views but be
focused on what is best for the child. The legislative compliance requirements should be
of secondary concern.
Panel proceedings should be based on national uniform norms and standards and terms of
reference. Panel members should be subject to confidentially requirements and all
information should be treated with respect.

Ethical utilising of marketing and other modern communication tools in adoptions





Utilisation of marketing within child adoption should be done in such a way that it works
around the interest of the child and that the child within adoptions is not treated as a
means.
Legal restrictions and ethics considerations should be stipulated in agreement with parties
prior to the adoption.
Organisation needs to develop policy about marketing, social media that is protective of
the child’s right to privacy, confidentiality and that promotes the best interest of the child.

Ensuring high and uniform standards of adoption competency





Accredited adoption service providers should have adoption competencies. Including
knowledge of literature addressing adoption specific issues and training to work ethically
and effectively with people that have been affected by adoption.
Accredited adoption service providers should have adequate knowledge of the adoption
ethics literature and ethical decision-making frameworks.
Uniform requirements for registration of a speciality and application for accreditation
should apply. Continued professional development of adoption social workers in working
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with adoptees, biological families, and adoptive parents should be required.
It should be required that accredited adoption social workers have had experience in the
childcare and protection system and adoptions and have awareness and understanding of
human rights based and ethical adoption work.
Accreditation criteria and speciality requirements should include due consideration of
specialised post graduate training and experience in adoptions.
Promoting and advocating for a specialised approach to adoption within the social welfare
and judicial sector in SA.

Promoting openness and disclosure in adoptions




The principle that children have a right to information pertaining to their biological
identity and background should be endorsed and in accordance with the spirit of the
United Nations CRC with regard to seeking and receiving information.
Consider new models and approaches to adoptions that will not always lead to complete
severance of connections to families of origin- open adoptions/post-adoption agreement.

Promoting cultural and racial awareness in adoptions










Accredited adoption service providers should have an acute awareness of their own
cultural biases around adoptions.
Accredited adoption social workers should approach adoptions with a cultural awareness
and cultural biases should not influence the ability of social workers to make objective
difficult decisions.
Accredited adoption social workers should have the competency and ability to provide
guidance to adoptive parent/s and children adopted transracially to develop skills that will
help them to develop a healthy racial identity (parent education)
Accredited adoption social workers should consider and give thought to racial and
cultural heritage of children. Adoptive parents must understand racial and cultural identity
needs.
Advocate that policy like RACAP are not rigidly applied to restricting inter-race
adoptions and deprive many children of colour from permanent families.
Cultural awareness should be taken into account with adoptions, BUT it should not be the
guiding principle. The guiding principle should be the human rights and best interest of
the child concerned.

Standardisation of adoption practice in South Africa relating to recruitment of
prospective adoptive applicants, screening, matching, networking, placement and postadoption support:


A clear policy position on the following should be developed and applied: recruitment
practices, organisation-based criteria for assessment of fit and proper adoptive applicants,
issues relating to dealing with siblings, children with special needs and older children
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within adoptions.
Compulsory minimum norms and standards for screening should be developed.
Compulsory parent education and preparation for adoptions and minimum norms and
standards in this regard should be established.
Practise guidelines for matching and placement process should be developed. Matching
and placement of older children should receive specific attention. Clear policy position
and guidelines regarding placement of children with prospective adoptive parents prior to
establishment of child’s legal adoptability.
Developing norms and standards for ethical networking that will prevent potential
supersession, and competition among service providers.
Post-adoption services should be improved and clear minimum norms, standards and
requirements for compulsory post-adoption services should be developed and apply.

Positioning adoption as an integrated part of child protection in South Africa







Accredited adoption social workers’ previous experience should include experience in
other areas of child protection and statutory services.
Adoptions should be seen as an integral part of child protection and not a standalone. A
holistic approach should be taken so that it includes a preventative and supportive
services to preserve family and prevent breakdown of family prior to statutory
intervention.
Social workers should be cognisant of the principle that meeting the rights of children can
be bound up in meeting the rights of parents and families and therefore avoid positioning
the status of adoption as the ‘preferred’ or ‘ideal ‘placement option.
Mothers should be educated and the court should play a bigger role in explaining the
options to them. Social workers should be requested to submit a report and indicate what
steps have been taken to assist parent with reunification as provided for in Section 157(2).

5.3.2

Recommendation for Future Research
In this study the overall aim and objectives have been met and the content for

recommended ethical guideline appropriately addresses the identified ethics challenges in
adoptions in South Africa. However, interpretations of the findings do suggest other areas of
significance where there is a need for further research, and the following might be considered:
Articles found in the rapid review were mostly based on literature reviews and reports.
The researcher suggests a systematic review or scopus review where a larger number of articles
with quantitative or qualitative research methodology are used.
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The interpretations of some of the results strongly suggest that key role players and
adoption service providers view the purpose, relevance, and process of adoptions very
differently. A study aimed at exploring these perceived differences can provide meaningful
insights into the different challenges that are experienced in adoptions in South Africa.
During the Delphi process, two key themes relating to ethics concerns were not
incorporated in the recommended ethical guidelines. The one theme relates to the need to have a
specialised approach to adoption within the social welfare and judicial sector in South Africa. A
future study exploring the functioning of children’s courts and the need for specialisation in this
area can be recommended.
The researcher is also of the opinion that the results identified key differences with
respect to the approaches to adoption and the practice models between the different categories of
legally mandated adoption service providers, namely social workers in private practice,
accredited CPOs and adoption social workers in the employ of the DSD. A qualitative study
aimed at identifying and exploring these differences can provide crucial insights into the publicly
perceived fragmented and inconsistent nature of the adoption system in South Africa.

5.4 Limitations
The researcher could only find limited articles on ethical guidelines for adoption social
workers, most articles dealt with problems and ethical challenges, therefore a large amount of
grey literature was included in the rapid review.
A further limitation in this study is that the ethical codes, guidelines and articles on
ethical issues in adoptions used in this study were mostly done in Western countries. It is
recommended that studies on ethics issues in South Africa are done.
The only limitation present during the Delphi process was the difficulty for Delphi
panellists to commit to feedback for more than two to three rounds due to work and time
constraints. At the start of Round 2, four panellists had to withdraw due to personal time
pressure.
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