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Executive Summary

Adoption can provide stability 
and permanence for children 
in state care, reduce reliance on 
institutional and temporary care, 
support family formation, and 
underpin lifelong development.
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This report examines adoption 
in Jamaica as an underutilised 
tool of public policy, beyond a 
private act of care, with direct 

implications for child protection, human-
capital formation, and long-term social 
order.  It presents evidence that a timely, 
well-governed, and adequately resourced 
adoption system is one of the few 
interventions that can permanently alter 
life trajectories for children who cannot 
safely remain with their birth families, 
while also reducing the long-run fiscal and 
social costs associated with institutional 
care, poor educational outcomes, and 
adult dependency. 

The study focuses on non-kin adoptions 
of children who are wards of the state, 
and investigates why, despite hundreds 
of approved adopters on a waiting list, 
only a small number of children are 
placed with families each year. It shows 
that Jamaica’s low rate of adoption is not 
the result of cultural resistance or lack of 
demand, but of institutional failures that 
leave children in prolonged care during 
the most developmentally sensitive years 
of their lives. These delays erode cognitive, 
emotional, and social capacities that 
underpin later educational attainment, 
labour-market participation, and social 
integration.

T

Children who experience stable, nurturing care in their 
earliest years are more likely to succeed in school, 

form healthy relationships, and grow into emotionally 
regulated adults.

Drawing on legal and policy analysis and 
international comparisons, the report 
identifies three interlocking constraints: 
outdated legislation, institutional 
ambiguity, and chronic under-resourcing. 
The 1958 Adoption Act operates alongside, 
but is disconnected from, the 2004 Child 
Care and Protection Act (CCPA), which 
governs the wider child-protection system. 
This misalignment creates contradictory 
standards and blurred mandates. The 
Adoption Board, which holds statutory 
authority, exists largely in name, while 
the Child Protection and Family Services 
Agency (CPFSA) carries out adoption 
functions without explicit legal authority 
or oversight.
Administrative practice further entrenches 

delay. Social workers manage caseloads far 
above international benchmarks, limiting 
their ability to move cases forward 
efficiently. The result is a system in which 
children who could be adopted remain in 
state care for years, sometimes for their 
entire childhood.
Both the CCPA and CPFSA policy 
prioritise reunifying children with their 
birth families, even where it is unlikely or 
unsafe; adoption is deferred until other 
options have been fully exhausted. Though 
compassionate in intent, scarce resources 
are expended pursuing absent or unwilling 
parents and sustaining reunification plans 
that ultimate fail, keeping children in 
prolonged uncertainty, often in a facility. 
In practice, the child’s best interest 
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is subordinated to the preferences 
and rights of adults—birth parents, 
extended family members, or prospective 
adopters—rather than assessed in terms 
of the child’s long-term development and 
prospects.

Jamaica’s continued adherence to a closed 
adoption model is another impediment. 
The absence of a legal framework for 
post-adoption contact or information-
sharing reflects a secrecy-based approach 
that conflicts with international 
evidence showing that structured 
openness supports better psychological 
and relational outcomes for adoptees 
and families. At the same time, foster 
care is unregulated in statute, with no 
requirement that long-term placements 
be systematically reviewed for adoption 
eligibility. The absence of permanency 
planning and concurrent planning 
entrenches temporary care arrangements 
and feeds directly into the adoption 
bottleneck.

The report finds that cultural factors 
are not the primary barrier to reform. 
The most decisive constraints are legal, 
institutional, and procedural, and 
therefore amenable to policy change. 
These same constraints also limit 
intercountry adoption and prevent 
Jamaica’s accession to the Hague 
Convention on Intercountry Adoption, 
isolating the country from global 
standards and further reducing pathways 
to permanent family care.

The cumulative effect of weak governance, 
statutory gaps, and administrative delay 
is that children spend formative years 
in institutions at high fiscal cost and 
with diminished life chances. Adoption 
reform, properly designed, is therefore 
not only a child-protection measure 
but a development strategy: one that 
strengthens human capital, reduces long-
term public expenditure, and aligns the 
child-protection system with the state’s 
broader obligations to future citizens.
Our recommendations include:

1.	  Strengthen CPFSA Capacity for 
Adoption and Permanency Case 

Management
2.	 Improve Data Collection, 

Monitoring, and Follow-up
3.	 Clarify Governance and 

Accountability between the CPFSA 
and the Adoption Board

4.	 Re-orient Foster Care toward 
Permanency and Enable 
Concurrent Planning

5.	 Establish Administrative 
Permanency Timelines

6.	 Pilot Structured Openness and 
Early Placement Models

7.	 Operationalise Oversight through 
the CCPA Advisory Council

8.	 Integrate Adoption into a Revised 
Child Care and Protection Act

9.	 Clarify Legal Standards for Consent 
and Abandonment

10.	 Remove Gender- and Marital-
Status Restrictions in Adoption 
Eligibility

11.	 Accede to the Hague Convention 
on Intercountry Adoption

Once an adoption 

is complete 

birthparents’ 

identities are 

erased, their loss 

unacknowledged, 

their grief 

invalidated, 

and they are 

stereotyped as 

irresponsible.
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RecommendationsRecommendations

Strengthen CPFSA Capacity for Adoption 
and Permanency Case Management1

Clarify Governance and Accountability 
Between the CPFSA and the 
Adoption Board.3

Establish Administrative 
Permanency Timelines5

Improve Data Collection, 
Monitoring, and Follow-up 2

Re-orient Foster Care toward 
Permanency and Enable 
Concurrent Planning 4

Pilot Structured Openness 
and Early Placement Models 6
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Recommendations

Operationalise Oversight through the CCPA 
Advisory Council7

Clarify Legal Standards for Consent 
and Abandonment9

 Accede to the Hague Convention on 
Intercountry Adoption11

Integrate Adoption into 
a Revised Child Care and 
Protection Act 8

Remove Gender- and 
Marital-Status Restrictions 
in Adoption Eligibility 10

Recommendations
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Adoption as a  National 
Development Issue 1

Adoption’s marginal role is 
not accidental; it reflects an 
institutional philosophy 
that treats adoption as a last resort, 
pursued only after prolonged and 
often unrealistic reunification efforts.
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doption is seldom discussed in 
Jamaica as a public policy issue, 
and is rarely treated as a core 
instrument of child protection or 

social development. It is more commonly 
understood as a private act of care or a 
bureaucratic exercise, most often used 
to formalise kinship arrangements or 
facilitate a child’s migration to join 
family overseas. Yet adoption is also a 
core instrument of the state that when 
used effectively can provide stability and 
permanence for children in state care, 
reduce long-term reliance on institutional 
care and temporary placements, support 
family formation amid rising infertility, 
and secure the kind of early childhood 
environment that underpins lifelong 
development. These outcomes are central 
to Jamaica’s national development agenda.
 
Approximately 200–300 adoptions take 
place in Jamaica each year. Around 95 
percent are kinship or kinship-adjacent 
adoptions, typically involving relatives, 
stepparents, or long-standing informal 
caregiving arrangements.1 They are 
typically straightforward, document-
led processes that, once initiated, are 
completed within three to six months. 
This report is not concerned with those 
adoptions. It focuses on non-kinship 
adoptions involving children who are 
wards of the state and their placement 
with approved adoptive parents.2

Despite more than 150 approved adopters 

waiting, most for several years, placements 
remain rare, about 10 to 20 each year.3 
At the same time, some 4,500 children 
between aged zero to 16 are in the care of 
the state through children’s homes, foster 
care, or family reintegration programmes. 
It is frequently asserted that almost none 
of these children are legally available for 
adoption. However, the trajectories of 
the few who do reach adoption suggest 
otherwise: based on cases reviewed by the 
Adoption Board, there appear to be many 
children in state care whose circumstances 
could meet the criteria for adoption 
but whose cases never progress to that 
stage. Private children’s home managers 
corroborate this, reporting wards who have 
had no family contact for years yet are never 
considered for permanent placement.

The developmental stakes are high: the 
evidence is unequivocal that the earliest 
years of life are the most consequential 
for cognitive, emotional, and social 
development. Stable, nurturing family 
environments during this period shape 
educational attainment, labour-market 
participation, and long-term wellbeing.   
Adoption, when pursued proactively 
and within a well-governed system,  can 
convert early vulnerability into stability 
and opportunity. When delayed or treated 
as exceptional, those same children are 
far more likely to spend their formative 
years in institutional or temporary care, 
with enduring negative consequences for 
themselves and for the country.

A Adoption’s current marginal role in 
Jamaica’s child protection system is 
not accidental. It reflects a prevailing 
institutional philosophy that adoption be 
considered only after prolonged and often 
unrealistic efforts at reunification have 
failed. This approach, while rooted in a 
legitimate concern for family preservation, 
has the effect of deferring permanency 
for children even when reunification is 
unlikely, unsafe, or indeterminate. The 
result is a system oriented toward process 
rather than outcomes, that systematically 
undervalues the developmental costs of 
delay, and which subordinates the best 
interest of the child to other considerations.

This report examines how Jamaica’s 
fragmented legal framework, diffuse 
governance arrangements, and resource-
constrained administrative practices 
combine to keep adoption peripheral 
rather than central to permanency 
planning. Drawing on legal analysis, 
administrative review, stakeholder 
engagement, and comparative experience 
from other jurisdictions, it identifies 
the key barriers that prevent adoption 
from functioning as an effective child-
protection and development tool. It then 
sets out a series of evidence-informed 
reforms aimed at repositioning adoption 
as a timely, credible, and achievable 
permanency option for children in state 
care, aligned with Jamaica’s broader social 
protection and national development 
goals.

Though there are around 4,500 children in state 
care and there are more than 150 approved waiting 

adopters, fewer than 20 children are adopted annually.
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Newborns relinquished at birth wait 
around two years for adoptive 
placement; older children wait longer, 
and many who could have been 
adopted spend their entire 
childhood in residential care.

Why Adoption Matters2
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 n Jamaica, adoption is rarely treated 
as a core instrument of child protec-
tion or social development. It is typ-
ically approached as an exceptional 

arrangement rather than as a routine per-
manency option for children in state care. 
This framing obscures what adoption can 
achieve when it is used deliberately and 
early: placing children who cannot safely 
return to their families of origin into per-
manent, non-kin families can support hu-
man capital formation, reduce long-term 
social vulnerability, and limit the develop-
mental harm associated with prolonged 
instability and institutional care.

Despite these potential benefits, non-kin 
adoption of children in state care is rare 
in Jamaica. In 2017, only 27 wards of the 
state were adopted into non-relative fam-
ilies, from a care population of approxi-
mately 4,500 children, including roughly 
2,000 living in childcare facilities. By 2020, 
the number had fallen to 14, although 
pandemic-related disruption may partly 
explain the decline.4 Of equal or greater 
concern than these low numbers is the 
time involved. Newborns relinquished 
at birth wait, on average, two years to be 
placed with adoptive families; older chil-
dren typically wait longer, and many who 
could have been adopted spend their en-
tire childhood in residential care, despite 
a standing pool of approved adopters and 
clear evidence on the value of early per-
manency. 5

The negative consequences of this 

long-standing norm are substantial. Stable 
home life is one of the strongest predic-
tors of positive developmental outcomes, 
extending into adulthood. 6  Children 
who grow up in permanent, nurturing 
households are more likely to succeed in 
school, develop emotional regulation, and 
as adults participate productively in the 
labour market. 7  In contrast, prolonged 
instability characterised by repeated place-
ments, uncertain caregiving arrangements, 
or extended institutionalisation is associ-
ated with poorer educational outcomes, 
behavioural difficulties, and interaction 
with the criminal justice system. From a 
public-policy perspective, permanency is 
therefore not only a child-protection goal 
but a long-term investment in national de-
velopment.8

Children entering state care often carry 
early disadvantages arising from the ne-
glect, abuse, or trauma that led to their 
removal from their families, but the evi-
dence shows that adoption can be a pow-
erful protective factor.9 Children placed 
early into permanent adoptive families 
frequently recover developmental ground 
and follow trajectories closer to those of 
their non-adopted peers. 10 The decisive 
factor is not family form, but permanence: 
consistent caregiving, secure attachment, 
and sustained parental investment.11 Yet 
Jamaica’s child-protection system treats 
adoption as exceptional rather than inte-
gral. The prevailing orientation is to ex-

haust reunification efforts before adoption 
is contemplated, even where reunification 
is unlikely or indeterminate. The result 
is a structural bias against permanency 
that keeps children in temporary arrange-
ments during their most developmentally 
sensitive years.12

This chapter sets out why adoption, par-
ticularly when pursued early and decisive-
ly, matters for children and for the country 
as a whole. It synthesises evidence on early 
development, attachment, and long-term 
outcomes to demonstrate why permanent 
family placement should be understood 
as a public good. It also situates adoption 
within the broader continuum of state 
care, contrasting it with foster care, insti-
tutional placement, and prolonged reuni-
fication attempts. 

Adoption vs. Other Forms of 
State Care
A child deemed in need of care and pro-
tection has experienced a profound loss, 
whether through orphanhood, abandon-
ment, neglect, or abuse. These children 
are reliant on the state to safeguard their 
wellbeing and development. The core task 
of the child protection system is therefore 
to restore (or provide) stability, continuity 
of care, and the conditions for long-term 
wellbeing. In Jamaica, this is pursued 
through kinship care, foster care, institu-
tional care. Adoption is deferred until oth-
er options have been fully exhausted, and 

I

Children entering state care are often 
disadvantaged, but adoption can be a powerful 

protective factor, allowing children placed early to 
recover substantial developmental ground.

Guns Out: The Splintering of Jamaica’s Gangs Considerations for Public Policy and Civil Society  I  CAPRI Home Advantage: Reforming Jamaica's Adoption System Home Advantage: Reforming Jamaica's Adoption System 13



CAPRI  I  Guns Out: The Splintering of Jamaica’s Gangs Considerations for Public Policy and Civil Society 

even then, sometimes not at all. These 
arrangements differ markedly in their 
degree of legal permanence and develop-
mental consequences for children.  
The distribution of placement types 
shows how rarely adoption functions as 
a pathway out of care. At the end of 2021, 
4,486 children were wards of the state. 
Of these, 1,115 were living in childcare 
facilities, approximately 1,184 were in 
foster care, and 749 were in family rein-
tegration. A further 1,043 children were 
subject to Supervision Orders (remain-
ing at home under court oversight), and 
127 were in Places of Safety. Even allow-
ing for an estimated 10–20 adoptions 
per year (approximately 15 on average), 
adoption accounts for a negligible share 
of exits from care. While in 2021 there 
was a modest reduction in the number 
of children in residential facilities com-
pared to the previous year, attributed to 
the agency’s deinstitutionalisation policy, 
institutional care nevertheless remained 
the single largest placement category.13

Reunification with biological parents is 
the preferred option in most child-pro-
tection systems, and the Child Care and 
Protection Act (CCPA), Jamaica’s over-
arching children’s law, accordingly iden-
tifies the family of origin as the child’s 
optimal environment. The Child Protec-
tion and Family Services Agency (CPF-
SA), the primary state provider of child 
protection services, reflects this orienta-
tion in practice.14 Reunification, however, 
frequently proves difficult and, in some 
cases, unsafe.15 Children typically enter 
care because of serious and entrenched 
problems such as neglect, abuse, domes-
tic violence, parental substance misuse, 
or mental illness; these are challenging to 
resolve even in well-resourced systems.16 
In Jamaica, neglect is the most prevalent 
form of maltreatment, occurring at rates 
more than 40 percent higher than sexual 
abuse and 30 percent higher than physi-
cal abuse.17  For children who have been 
neglected, international evidence shows 
that reunification carries the highest risk 
of breakdown; in one major study nearly 
half of children with a history of abuse 
or neglect were re-abused after return-
ing home.18 Reunified children also tend 
to have poorer psychosocial outcomes, 
including more emotional problems, 
self-harming behaviour, and risk-taking, 
than children who remain in care or are 
adopted.19  

The CPFSA reports low rates of re-en-
try into care following reunification, but 
there is no national system for tracking 
reunification outcomes, so these claims 
cannot be independently verified, nor 
is it clear what constitutes “low.”20 At the 
same time, the Adoption Board Case 
Committee has reviewed cases where 
children were returned to their birth 
families, subsequently harmed, and later 
adopted. While these cases represent a 
small subset of wards, they point to the 
risks of prolonged or indeterminate re-
unification efforts in the absence of ro-
bust monitoring and timelines.21

Where reunification is not viable, place-
ment with extended family members, 
known as kinship care, is often the next 
option. Kinship care is a well-established 
feature of Jamaican family life: approxi-
mately 15 percent of children are raised 
by a maternal figure who is not their 
birth mother, and 66 percent are not par-
ented by their biological father. 22 Grand-
parents frequently assume primary care-
giving roles.23  Most kinship care occurs 
outside the formal care system, though 
it is sometimes formalised through legal 
guardianship, fostering, or adoption. Le-
gal guardianship could be a valuable per-
manency option for kinship carers and 
long-term foster carers where adoption 
is not viable. However, the process in Ja-
maica is legally complex, underused, and 
not well understood.24

When no suitable family placement is 
available, children may be placed in resi-
dential care. While childcare facilities are 
preferable to abandonment or homeless-
ness, institutionalisation is widely rec-
ognised as a form of structural neglect 
and should be used only as a temporary 
measure.25 Jamaican children’s homes 
range from small group settings to large 
institutions housing several dozen chil-
dren. Even when well-managed, such 
environments cannot provide the consis-
tent, individualised caregiving required 
for secure attachment and healthy devel-
opment.26  Children raised in institutions 
face higher risks of developmental delay, 
emotional and behavioural disorders, 
and reduced likelihood of later adoption, 
particularly as they age.27   High caregiv-
er turnover and large child-to-staff ratios 
further undermine the formation of sta-
ble, enduring relationships.28

Foster care occupies an increasingly 
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prominent place in Jamaica’s child-protec-
tion system and is widely regarded as pref-
erable to institutionalisation.29 Children 
in foster care remain wards of the state 
but live in family settings. International 
evidence indicates that short-term foster 
placements can offer meaningful protec-
tion from ongoing abuse and neglect, par-
ticularly for younger children. Compared 
to unsafe reunification or prolonged in-
stitutionalisation, foster care can improve 
school engagement and reduce later-life 
offending, especially among boys.30 

Foster care, however, is not a permanent 
solution. Evidence consistently shows 
that children who remain in long-term 
foster care experience poorer education-
al, economic, and psychosocial outcomes 
than those who achieve legal permanence 
through adoption. Foster care provides 
care but not certainty: children remain 
subject to placement disruption, contin-
ued state intervention, and unresolved 
legal status.31 In Jamaica, this limitation 
is compounded by the absence of a struc-
tured pathway from foster care to adop-
tion. While foster-to-adopt placements 
occasionally occur, they do so on an ad 
hoc basis rather than as a deliberate sys-
tem feature, as will be explored in more 
detail further down.

The Developmental Case for 
Early, Permanent Family Life
The first three years of life are decisive for 
brain development. During this period, 
the foundations for a child’s emotional 
regulation, language, cognition, and rela-
tional capacity are established.32 Neuro-
scientific and developmental psychology 
research confirm that early experiences 
shape brain architecture in ways that are 
difficult, indeed often impossible, to re-
pair later in life. Stable, responsive care-
giving is central to this process. Children 
who grow up in chaotic home environ-
ments, institutions, who are shifted from 
one caregiver to another, or who are in-
adequately attended to are more likely to 
experience delays in language and learn-
ing, impaired emotional regulation, and 
behavioural difficulties.33 

Early adoption offers the most effective 
means of securing these developmen-
tal conditions where safe reunification is 
not possible. Placement within the first 
12 to 18 months of life is associated with 
markedly better outcomes, including at-

tachment patterns comparable to those of 
non-adopted peers. By contrast, prolonged 
stays in care increase developmental risk 
and sharply reduce the likelihood of adop-
tion, as placement prospects decline with 
age. Delays therefore compound harm: the 
longer permanency is deferred, the nar-
rower the child’s prospects become.

Human Capital Formation
Cognitive and emotional development 
in early childhood is the foundation of 
human capital. Children who experience 
stable, nurturing care in their earliest 
years are more likely to succeed in school, 
form healthy relationships, and grow into 
emotionally regulated adults. Jamaica’s ed-
ucation system is often expected to com-
pensate for deficits arising from neglect, 
trauma, or disrupted attachment, but even 
the most well-resourced schools cannot re-
verse the effects of early deprivation.

Research consistently shows child out-
comes are shaped more by the stability and 
quality of family life than by family struc-
ture itself.34 Chronic instability and house-
hold chaos are associated with poorer 
cognitive development, academic under-
performance, and behavioural difficulties 
that extend into adulthood, manifesting in 
lower educational attainment and reduced 
earnings.35 In Jamaica, these risks are am-
plified by unplanned pregnancies, single 
parenthood, and poverty. Approximately 
5,000 children are born each year from un-
wanted pregnancies, most to young and/
or economically disadvantaged mothers.36 
Children born into such circumstanc-
es are more likely to experience weaker 
parent-child bonding, and lower levels of 
sustained parental investment. These dis-
advantages frequently spill over to siblings 
and reproduce vulnerability across gener-
ations.37

Adoption offers a pathway to interrupt 
these dynamics. For children whose bio-
logical parents are unable or unwilling to 
care for them, timely placement in a per-
manent family provides stability, attach-
ment, and sustained parental investment 
that foster care, repeated placements, and 
institutional care cannot reliably deliver. 
Jamaican adult adoptees report better ed-
ucational and social outcomes than their 
non-adopted biological siblings, often 
attributing this to being raised in homes 
that prioritised schooling and long-term 
planning.38 Viewed in this light, adoption 

reform is not only a child-protection con-
cern but a strategic investment in human 
capital, supporting education outcomes, 
workforce readiness, and social cohesion. 
39

Violence Prevention
Jamaica’s extraordinarily high homicide 
rate may be the country’s greatest obsta-
cle to growth and development. It is driv-
en by the entrenchment of gangs and the 
informal communities that sustain their 
territorial control. The involvement of so-
called “unattached youth” joining gangs is 
less a reflection of alienation or depriva-
tion than a structural outcome of gangs’ 
capacity to recruit and socialise children 
who are effectively unparented and unpro-
tected.40 
Gangs depend on a steady pool of children 
and adolescents who are out of school, 
lack stable caregivers, and who live in 
communities where the state’s presence 
is weak. In these settings, gangs provide 
substitutes for parental or family care and 
security, such as food, shelter, belonging, 
and protection. In this way gangs perpet-

Reunification for 

neglected children 

carries a high risk 

of breakdown; in 

one study nearly 

half of abused or 

neglected children 

were re-abused 

after returning 

home.
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Children raised in institutions face higher risks of 
developmental delay, emotional and behavioural 

disorders, and reduced likelihood of later adoption, 
particularly as they grow older.

uate themselves and sustain their opera-
tions. Many of Jamaica’s most violent of-
fenders were not simply born into poverty, 
but raised without consistent parental care 
or supervision.41 Cross-cultural evidence 
shows a persistent association between at-
tachment insecurity and violent behaviour, 
in both males and females.42 The traits that 
predict gang involvement--impulsivity, 
poor emotional regulation, and low trust 
in authority—often stem from early rela-
tional trauma.43 Removing children from 
these environments reduces exposure to 
daily violence, coercion, and criminal so-
cialisation during formative years. 

From this perspective, adoption has the 
potential to reduce the pool of children 
available for gang recruitment. Early 
placement into stable, permanent families 
removes children from setting that gangs 
exploit, and interrupts trajectories that 
lead from neglect and instability to street 
exposure and incorporation into criminal 
networks.

Evidence from across the Caribbean sup-
ports this structural interpretation. Re-
search from Trinidad and Tobago and 
three Eastern Caribbean states indicates 
that gang involvement is closely associated 
with prolonged instability, lack of supervi-
sion, and weak adult guardianship, rather 
than with poverty alone, family structure, 
or individual pathology.44 Young people 
involved in gangs are disproportionately 
those who experienced fragmented or ab-
sent caregiving, while those raised in sta-
ble family environments are less exposed 
to gang recruitment. 

A functioning adoption system is there-
fore relevant to violence prevention as a 
protective intervention. Timely, well-gov-
erned adoption can reduce the number 
of children who spend their childhoods 
unparented or in informal placements, 
particularly in unsupervised community 
settings that gangs actively exploit. By re-
ducing the number of unparented children 

growing up in gang-controlled spaces, 
adoption reform contributes, indirectly 
but materially, to limiting gang recruit-
ment, weakening criminal organisations’ 
human supply chains, and reducing fu-

Distribution of Children in State Care
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ture violence. In this sense, adoption pol-
icy is a strategic public safety investment.

The Demographic “Crisis”
The underutilisation of adoption inter-
sects with Jamaica’s shifting demographic 
and reproductive realities. The country’s 
total fertility rate has declined from 4.5 
in 1975 to approximately 2.0 in 2020, be-
low replacement level, and was 1.3 births 
per woman in 2025, placing it among the 
lowest in the world.45 While fertility de-
cline was once an explicit policy objective, 
sustained sub-replacement fertility now 
raises concerns about population stability, 
labour-force renewal, and the long-term 
sustainability of development strategies 
that depend on human capital.46

At the same time, infertility has become 
more prevalent. In 2002, 31 percent of 
sexually experienced women aged 15–49 
experienced some form of fecundity im-
pairment; by 2021 it had increased to 34 
percent, most commonly among women 
aged 30 to 44.47 Despite this, only 7 per-
cent of women experiencing infertility 
seek treatment, due largely to cost, stigma, 
and lack of public provision.48 National 
policy acknowledges infertility as a pri-
ority concern, yet assisted reproductive 
technologies remain largely inaccessible, 
and surrogacy is not legally defined in Ja-
maica.49 

While adoption does not address fertility 
decline in the demographic or macroeco-
nomic sense in which governments usu-
ally frame the issue, it does speak directly 
to childlessness as a quality-of-life con-

cern for individuals and couples who wish 
to parent but cannot conceive. For many, 
adoption is the only legally established 
pathway to permanent parenthood. In a 
context where voluntary and involuntary 
childlessness risks becoming normalised, 
reforming the adoption system can enable 
family formation while simultaneously 
meeting the needs of children who require 
permanent homes. In this indirect but 
meaningful way, adoption reform aligns 
personal wellbeing with broader social 
objectives, even if it does not alter fertility 
rates per se.

Fiscal Considerations
Taxpayers bear the financial cost of main-
taining children in institutional care. 
Publicly funded children’s homes require 
sustained expenditure on accommoda-
tion, staffing,  security, education, health 
care, and other basic needs. Each child 
who remains in institutional care for years 
represents a long-term fiscal commitment 
by the state.  By contrast, every ward of 
the state placed in a permanent adoptive 
family reduces future reliance on public 
resources. Strengthening the adoption sys-
tem would therefore ease pressure on insti-
tutional care budgets and allow resources 
to be redirected toward prevention, early 
intervention, and post-placement support. 
This logic aligns closely with the CPFSA’s 
stated policy direction toward deinstitu-
tionalisation. Under its Raising Children 
in Families framework, the agency has 
committed to reducing reliance on resi-
dential care and expanding family-based 
alternatives.50  In practice, however, adop-
tion has not been operationalised as a 

central mechanism for achieving this 
goal. Instead, reunification and foster care 
dominate, reflecting a prevailing view of 
adoption as a last resort rather than a per-
manency pathway in its own right. 

Early adoption within a well-governed 
system functions not only as a child-pro-
tection measure but as a development 
strategy. For many children who cannot 
safely remain with their biological families, 
adoption offers the greatest developmen-
tal return. It provides legal permanency, 
sustained attachment, identity formation, 
and intergenerational belonging. It is also 
the only form of care that permanently 
transfers responsibility from the state to 
a family, eliminating the need for ongoing 
public oversight and expenditure. Chil-
dren adopted early consistently fare better 
than those who remain in long-term fos-
ter care, institutional settings, or biological 
families unable to provide adequate care. 
These gains accrue over the life course, re-
ducing later social and fiscal costs and ad-
vancing national objectives related to edu-
cation, workforce participation, and social 
stability. Treating adoption as a measure of 
last resort, rather than as a timely perma-
nency option, therefore carries real devel-
opmental and systemic costs, and is not in 
the best interest of a child who cannot be 
with their birth family.

The question, then, if adoption so benefits 
children and society, is why it remains so 
marginal within Jamaica’s child-protection 
system, and what barriers prevent it from 
playing the role that both evidence and 
policy direction suggest it should.

Children in long-term foster care 
experience poorer educational, 
economic, and psychosocial outcomes 
than those who achieve legal 
permanence through adoption. 
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Barriers to a Timely and 
Effective Adoption System

Prolonged reunification efforts 
and temporary care arrangements 
are prioritised even where the 
likelihood of family restoration 
is low.
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doption offers clear benefits 
for many children who enter 
state care, and for the society 
that ultimately bears the cost 

of their outcomes. When used effective-
ly, it provides legal permanence, supports 
cognitive development, reduces reliance 
on public resources, and contributes to 
national goals such as social inclusion, ed-
ucation, and violence prevention. Yet for 
wards of the state in Jamaica, adoption is 
rare, slow, and marginal. Approved adopt-
ers wait years without being matched, 
while children who could thrive in fami-
lies spend much or all of their childhood 
in care. 

This disconnect is the result of interlock-
ing legal, procedural, and institutional 
barriers that prevent adoption from func-
tioning as a primary permanency option. 
Some stem directly from Jamaica’s out-
dated adoption legislation; others have 
emerged through administrative practice 
in the absence of reform, oversight, or 
clear statutory guidance, and have hard-
ened into institutional norms.

Chief among these is a prevailing policy 
orientation that treats adoption as ex-
ceptional.  Prolonged reunification efforts 
and temporary care arrangements are 
prioritised even where the likelihood of 
safe or timely family restoration is low. 
While grounded in a legitimate concern 
for parental rights, the effect is to subor-
dinate children’s developmental timelines 

Jamaica’s adoption law was modelled on the UK’s 1958 

Adoption Act and has remained unchanged, whereas the UK 

has revised its adoption legislation three times.

to institutional preferences. By the time 
adoption is pursued, if it ever is, the ad-
vantages it offers have been substantially 
diminished.

These limitations must be understood 
within Jamaica’s wider public sector con-
text. Outdated laws, chronic underin-
vestment, weak governance, limited data 
use, and capacity constraints affect many 
areas of government. They do not, howev-
er, fully account for adoption’s persistent 
marginalisation. Many of the barriers 
identified here are the product of legal and 
policy choices. 
While some of the following observations 
echo previous findings in reviews of Ja-
maica’s child protection system, this anal-
ysis treats adoption as a policy instrument 
in its own right. The sections that follow 
examine how legal design, administra-
tive practice, and institutional orientation 
have combined to limit adoption’s use, 
and identify where targeted reform could 
realign the system with children’s best in-
terests and Jamaica’s broader development 
goals.

Legislative Framework
Adoption in Jamaica is governed by the 
Children (Adoption of) Act of 1958, re-
ferred to as the Adoption Act. A separate 
regime, the Child Care and Protection 
Act (CCPA) of 2004, is Jamaica’s princi-
pal child protection legislation. The two 
Acts were developed independently, more 

A
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than four decades apart, and are neither 
aligned in content, nor integrated in ap-
plication, despite overlapping mandates 
related to child welfare, the best inter-
est of the child, and shared institutional 
actors such as the CPFSA and the Fam-
ily Court. The Adoption Act deals only 
with adoption, while the CCPA defines 
the circumstances under which a child is 
deemed in need of care and protection, 
and outlines key duties such as the man-
datory reporting of child abuse and the 
parental obligation to secure a child’s ac-
cess to health and education. The CCPA 
does not reference adoption, permanency 
planning, or the legal transfer of parental 
rights.

Jamaica’s adoption law was originally 
modelled on the UK’s 1958 Adoption 
Act and has remained unchanged since 
its passage. By contrast, the UK has re-
vised its adoption legislation three times, 
in 1976, 2002, and 2014.51 There is broad 
consensus among policymakers and child 
protection officials that Jamaica’s Adop-
tion Act is outdated and in need of re-
form. A formal review was undertaken in 
2013, but as of January 2026, no changes 
have been enacted, despite periodic min-
isterial statements signalling imminent 
Cabinet consideration. The CCPA has 
also been under review since 2013, in-
cluding through a Joint Select Committee 
in 2023.52    In 2023, an amendment abol-
ished the detention of children deemed 
“uncontrollable” who had committed no 
offence. However, the alternative frame-
work put forward by that amendment has 
yet to be put in force. Beyond this change, 
no substantive legislative reforms have 
been implemented. This sluggish pace of 
legal reform reflects broader legislative 
inertia, where capacity constraints rou-
tinely delay or derail policy change. In 
the case of child protection the ongoing 
stasis may also point to the low visibili-
ty of adoption, which affects relatively 
few people, and is thus not politically 

valuable. The Adoption Act established 
the Adoption Board as the sole legal 
authority responsible for all aspects of 
adoption, including approving applica-
tions, investigating prospective adopters, 
and matching children with adoptive 
families. By contrast, the CCPA assigns 
child protection responsibilities to sev-
eral entities, including the Office of the 
Children’s Advocate and the Office of the 
Children’s Registry. It also refers to an 
“agency with responsibility for children”; 
though not named, that agency certainly 
refers to the Child Development Agency 
(CDA), created while the CCPA was be-
ing drafted to consolidate child welfare 
functions previously dispersed across 
several departments; it is now known as 
the Child Protection and Family Services 
Agency (CPFSA).53 

With the establishment of the CDA (now 
the CPFSA) the practical administration 
of adoption matters was transferred away 
from the Board. The CPFSA therefore 
now performs the core operational func-
tions of both child protection and adop-
tion, a configuration which has material 
implications for adoption. Although 
the original intention was to repeal the 
Adoption Act and replace it with a new 
framework within the Agency, this re-
form never materialised.54 

As a result, the Board remains the sole 
legal authority for adoption, despite hav-
ing no office, budget, dedicated staff, or 
operational role, while in practice, the 
CPFSA administers adoption, exercising 
effective control over identifying chil-
dren for placement, managing the adopt-
er waiting list, conducting investigations, 
and facilitating matches.55 There is no 
formal legal framework or administrative 
instrument governing this delegation of 
authority, nor any requirement for sys-
tematic reporting or external review of 
adoption policy or practice.56  
Thus, in its current form, the Adoption 

There is no formal legal framework or administrative 
instrument governing the delegation of authority for 

administering adoption to the CPFSA.
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Board is largely redundant outside its 
Case Committee, which meets monthly 
to review adoption applications based on 
CPFSA casework.57 Beyond this narrow 
function, the Board has no guaranteed 
access to information on adoption activ-
ity, including the number of children eli-
gible for adoption, or the criteria guiding 
decision-making. That and any other in-
formation is provided only on an ad hoc 
basis and at the Agency’s discretion, leav-
ing the Board unable to exercise its stat-
utory mandate in any meaningful way as 
it cannot mandate corrective action nor 
enforce accountability. 

The Board’s neutering and its inability 
to provide meaningful oversight is com-
pounded by the institutional and gover-
nance structure of the agency itself. The 
CPFSA is not constituted in statute but is 
an executive agency, a governance model 
originally intended to provide operation-
al flexibility for self-financing para-statal 
entities.58 It was not designed for entities 
carrying out high-risk safeguarding func-
tions requiring strong external oversight, 
and the CPFSA is fully financed by the 
central government. Oversight exists, but 
it is procedural, fragmented, and diffuse, 
with reporting obligations spread across 
several state entities rather than exercised 
through continuous or direct governance. 
Authority is concentrated in the office of 
the Chief Executive Officer who is os-
tensibly supported by an advisory board 
whose role is consultative rather than 
supervisory. In the absence of a statuto-
ry governance framework, responsibility 
for policy interpretation, operational de-
cision-making, and procedural design is 
largely internalised within the Agency.59

 
Concerns about the suitability of the 
CPFSA’s governance structure are not 
confined to external observers, nor are 
they limited to adoption. In early 2023, 
following a critical report by the Office 
of the Children’s Advocate, the portfolio 

minister publicly acknowledged weak-
nesses in oversight and accountability 
within the Agency and announced the in-
tention to prepare a Cabinet submission 
to amend the legal framework governing 
the CPFSA, with a view to transitioning 
the Agency from an executive agency 
with a non-binding advisory board to an 
entity overseen by a board with stronger 
governance authority.60

Incidentally, the failure to repeal the 
Adoption Act while transferring admin-
istrative powers to the agency has unin-
tentionally preserved the only point of 
external scrutiny within the child-protec-
tion system. Because the Adoption Board 
and Case Committee are composed of in-
dividuals external to the CPFSA (they are 
appointed by the portfolio minister, as per 
the law) it functions as a form of de facto 
oversight, as it is the sole forum in which 
agency case files are reviewed by outside 
actors. This scrutiny, however, carries no 
authority: concerns raised with Agency 
leadership or conveyed to the minister 
rarely result in response or reform, ren-
dering this approximation of oversight 
observational rather than consequential.61

The tenuous legality of the CPFSA’s role 
in administering adoptions was implicitly 
recognized in a 2015 judicial ruling that 
struck down an extralegal “pre-adoption” 
screening requirement imposed by the 
agency but not authorized in law.62 This 
procedural irregularity had operated for 
over a decade and would have excluded 
an unknown number of would-be adopt-
ers based on agency-devised criteria rath-
er than statutory standards.

Further complications arise from the 
CPFSA’s dual role as guardian of children 
under the CCPA and administrator of 
adoption given that the two statutes are 
neither integrated nor cross-referenced. 
Perhaps the most consequential is the 
absence of a unified definition of the best 
interest of the child. The CCPA defines 

In 2023 the portfolio minister announced the intention 
to prepare a Cabinet submission to amend the CPFSA’s 
legal framework in light of acknowledged weaknesses 

in oversight and accountability.
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the concept extensively, with an empha-
sis on biological family preservation, 
while the Adoption Act mentions it, only 
twice, without defining it. The 2015 court 
ruling held that adoption may serve a 
child’s best interest where it offers greater 
long-term stability, care, and opportuni-
ty than remaining with the birth family; 
but neither statute has been amended to 
reflect this interpretation, nor have the 
proposals for amendments been updated 
to do so.63 In practice, both CPFSA social 
workers and Adoption Board Case Com-
mittee members apply the “best interest” 
standard inconsistently and without clear 
guidance, leaving adoption decisions vul-
nerable to discretion rather than princi-
ple.64 

Consent and Dispensing of 
Parental Rights
T﻿he refusal or absence of parental con-
sent is a recognised barrier to adoption 
globally. Difficulty obtaining parental 
consent, particularly from birth fathers, 
is among the most persistent barriers to 
adoption in Jamaica. Terminating or dis-
pensing with parental rights is among the 
most serious forms of state intervention 
in family life. It requires balancing the 
right to private and family life, which is 
enshrined in Jamaica’s Charter of Fun-
damental Rights and Freedoms, and 
the parents’ right to withhold consent, 
against the best interest of the child. 

Jamaica’s adoption law requires the con-
sent of both parents. A mother’s consent 
may not be given until six weeks after 
birth; there is no equivalent procedur-
al guidance for fathers. CPFSA does not 
place children with prospective adopters 
unless both parents have consented, or 
the court has dispensed with consent, 
an infrequent occurrence. The Act per-
mits the court to dispense with consent 
where a parent has abandoned, neglect-
ed, or persistently mistreated the child; 
failed to fulfil parental obligations or 
demonstrate interest in the child; cannot 
be found; is incapable of giving consent; 
or is unreasonably withholding consent. 
These grounds are undefined in law and 
are accompanied by no evidentiary stan-
dards, timelines, or procedural thresh-
olds. The Adoption Act only stipulates 
procedural requirements for advertising 
and registered letters when a parent can-
not be found. As a result, decisions about 
whether and when consent may be dis-

pensed with are largely left to administra-
tive interpretation and judicial discretion, 
resulting in delay, inconsistency, and a 
tendency to defer to absent or disengaged 
parents.65

Cases that reach the Adoption Board 
Case Committee with a recommenda-
tion to dispense with consent are typical-
ly limited to situations where exhaustive 
searches for absent fathers have failed 
or where a mother is mentally ill. Cases 
involving unreasonable withholding of 
consent, particularly by mothers, are rare. 
In one documented case, a child entered 
state care at 18 months but was not made 
available for adoption until age 11 solely 
because the birth mother refused to con-
sent, despite showing no interest in the 
child’s welfare.66 The extent to which sim-
ilar cases exist is unknown, as no data are 
collected on how often children are not 
adopted due to withheld consent. 

Paternal consent presents additional 
complications. The law does not distin-
guish between fathers who have legally 
acknowledged paternity, those who mere-
ly claim it, and those who are unidenti-
fied. The practice has been to conduct 
extensive searches even when fathers 
are unnamed or untraceable, a common 
occurrence; the process itself can take 
months and even years, during which 
children remain institutionalised. In one 
case reviewed by the Case Committee, a 
months-long search was conducted for a 
possible father identified only by a nick-
name. No data exist on how often such 
searches succeed, how many fathers are 
located, or how often consent is ultimate-
ly withheld. While such efforts reflect 
procedural diligence, they raise broader 
questions about proportionality, partic-
ularly in a system with limited staff and 
heavy caseloads, where children remain 
in care throughout the search.

The extent to which a parent’s right to 
withhold consent should yield to a child’s 
best interests is unresolved in Jamaica’s 
adoption framework. In the absence of a 
unified statutory definition and authori-
tative interpretation of the child’s best in-
terests, practice appears to default toward 
deference to biological parents, even in 
cases of prolonged absence or demon-
strable disinterest.67 There is no explic-
it directive in law, policy, or customary 
practice that the best interest of the child 
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A 2015 ruling held that adoption serves a child’s best 
interest if it offers greater stability, care, and opportunity 

than remaining with the birth family.

should override the parent’s right not to 
consent. As noted earlier, the concept of 
best interests is interpreted inconsistently 
across the CCPA, the CPFSA, the Adop-
tion Board, the Courts, and international 
standards. 

Most modern child-protection systems 
require the initiation of termination of 
parental rights after a defined period in 
care, typically between six and 15 months, 
reflecting evidence that prolonged uncer-
tainty undermines children’s develop-
ment and reduces adoptability. Bermuda 
dispenses with consent after 12 months 
in care without contact; South Africa de-
fines abandonment as three months with-
out contact; and several countries restrict 
paternal consent to fathers who have le-
gally established paternity.68 Neither the 
Adoption Act nor the CCPA establish 
such statutory triggers that compel timely 
movement from state care toward adop-
tion. Proposed revisions to the CCPA 
allow up to 24 months for biological par-
ents to meet reunification requirements. 
For infants and very young children, this 
timeframe exceeds what developmental 
research associates with secure attach-
ment and emotional stability. The longer 
a child is in care, the lower the likelihood 
of being adopted.69 

Jamaica’s provisions on parental consent 
were designed to prevent exploitation 
and protect family integrity, but their 
current interpretation too often delays 
or denies permanent family life for chil-
dren who need it. Other jurisdictions 
have addressed these challenges through 

legislative standards. In New South Wales, 
courts may override parental consent 
where adoption is preferable to alterna-
tive arrangements. South Africa also does 
not require father’s consent in cases of 
incest or rape. Putative father registries 
in parts of the United States allow adop-
tions to proceed if no claim is registered, 
while countries such as Norway and New 
Zealand require both parents to be named 
on birth certificates, reducing later uncer-
tainty.70 Legislative clarification, proce-
dural reform, and external oversight are 
required to better balance parental rights 
and the child’s best interest in a more 
timely and developmentally appropriate 
way.

Gender and Marital Status 
Discrimination 
The Adoption Act contains restrictions 
based on gender and marital status that 
limit the pool of prospective adoptive 
parents, without clear evidence that they 
improve child safety or welfare. Most no-
tably, the Act prohibits single men from 
adopting unrelated female children, ex-
cept where a court is satisfied that “special 
circumstances” exist. Single women may 
adopt children of either sex, and single 
men may adopt boys or girls to whom they 
are biologically related. The Act does not 
define what constitutes “special circum-
stances,” nor does it articulate the policy 
rationale for this distinction, though it 
likely stems from concerns about protect-
ing girls from sexual abuse.
Concerns about child safety are legitimate 
and must remain paramount in adoption 

policy. However, the available evidence 
does not support a categorical distinction 
based solely on the gender of a prospec-
tive adopter. While reported sexual abuse 
disproportionately affects girls and is 
more often perpetrated by males, the data 
do not establish that single male adopters 
present a higher risk than other caregiv-
ers. Abuse most commonly occurs with-
in familiar settings, including biological 
families, and sexual abuse of boys is wide-
ly recognised as underreported.71 Studies 
from other jurisdictions have found no 
higher incidence of abuse or poorer out-
comes among children adopted by single 
men compared with those adopted by 
single women or couples, when appropri-
ate screening and safeguarding processes 
are in place. International experience has 
shown that single men, like single wom-
en, can be suitable and committed adop-
tive parents, particularly for children who 
are harder to place, such as older children 
or those with disabilities.72 Contemporary 
child-protection systems therefore tend 
to rely on rigorous assessment of individ-
ual suitability rather than categorical ex-
clusions based on gender. In this context, 
Jamaica’s restriction may be better under-
stood as a legacy provision grounded in 
precaution rather than evidence, and one 
that warrants careful review rather than 
automatic retention.

Other aspects of the Adoption Act simi-
larly reflect outdated assumptions about 
family structure. Unmarried couples are 
prohibited from adopting jointly, and 
stepparent adoptions require the biolog-
ical parent to relinquish parental rights 
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Without a unified statutory 
definition of the child’s best 

interests, practice defaults toward 
deference to biological parents, 

even in cases of prolonged 
absence or disinterest.

only to re-adopt the same child. These 
provisions are unaligned with current 
Jamaican family realities and introduce 
procedural burdens that may discourage 
otherwise suitable adoptive placements. 
Reconsidering these restrictions would 
allow adoption law to better reflect con-
temporary evidence, family forms, and the 
paramount interest of children in achiev-
ing stable, permanent family life.

Open Adoption
Jamaica’s adoption system is premised on 
a closed model, offering no statutory pro-
vision for post-adoption contact or for 
adoptees to access original birth records. 
This reflects a traditional “clean break” 
approach, in which adoption severs all 
ties between birth and adoptive families.73  
While historically common, this model 
is increasingly out of step with contem-
porary evidence and practice, which rec-

ognise that carefully managed openness 
can support better outcomes for children, 
birth parents, and adoptive families.74

Open adoption does not imply a single or 
uniform arrangement. Rather, it encom-
passes a spectrum of practices, ranging 
from the sharing of non-identifying in-
formation or medical histories, to indirect 
contact through letters or photographs, to 
more direct forms of contact such as su-
pervised visits. At a minimum, openness 
within the adoptive family that is truthful 
and age-appropriate, where children are 
told about their origins, is widely regard-
ed as good practice and foundational to 
healthy identity development.75

A substantial body of international re-
search suggests that closed adoptions are 
associated with higher risks of identity 
confusion, unresolved grief, and strained 
family relationships.76 Longitudinal ev-
idence, including findings from the 

landmark Minnesota/Texas Adoption 
Research Project, indicates that adoles-
cents and adoptive parents report higher 
satisfaction and better adjustment where 
some form of contact or information ex-
change exists.77 Birth parents who receive 
limited updates also show lower levels of 
unresolved grief and psychological dis-
tress, which can make relinquishment 
more bearable and, in some cases, more 
likely. Evidence from the United States, 
Australia, and the United Kingdom sim-
ilarly shows that openness, when appro-
priately supported, does not destabilise 
placements or confuse children, and may 
reduce anxiety and secrecy within adop-
tive families.78

Experience from other jurisdictions 
shows that introducing openness is not 
merely a legal or policy shift, but a cultural 
and practice-based one. Entrenched be-
liefs about adoption as an opportunity for 
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adoptees to enter a new family with a blank 
slate, as well as assumptions that birth par-
ents, particularly those whose children 
enter care, are inherently dangerous, can 
shape adopters’, professional, and public 
resistance. Moreover, not all birth parents 
wish to maintain contact, and some may 
themselves believe that total separation is 
in the child’s best interest. As practice in 
the UK and elsewhere has shown, effective 
openness requires careful, case-by-case as-
sessment, attention to risks and benefits, 
and sustained professional support for all 
parties, including adopters, birth families, 
and practitioners.79

Jamaica’s context presents both challeng-
es and opportunities for open adoption. 
Informal adoption, kinship care, and ex-
tended family arrangements have long in-
volved varying degrees of ongoing contact, 
suggesting that openness is not culturally 
alien, though these practices remain large-
ly undocumented and unsupported within 
the formal system. Small-scale Jamaican 
research and clinical experience indicate 
that many adoptive parents already recog-
nise the value of early disclosure and open 
communication, and that children told 
early about their adoption show no ad-
verse behavioural effects.80  There are also 
anecdotal accounts of successful open for-
mal adoptions of former wards of the state, 
where adoptees have contact with birth 
families.81 Jamaican psychologists working 
in adoption emphasise that access to infor-
mation about one’s origins supports iden-
tity formation and strengthens trust within 
adoptive families.82

Modernising Jamaica’s adoption frame-
work to allow for structured, safeguarded 
openness, without mandating contact, and 
with flexibility to reflect individual cir-
cumstances, would remove a significant 
barrier to adoption. Legal reform would 
only be one aspect: meaningful implemen-
tation would require guidance, training, 
and support for social workers, judges, 
adoptive parents, and birth families, as 
well as recognition that openness is a mat-
ter of practice as much as policy. Properly 
approached, openness has the potential to 
make adoption a more humane, transpar-
ent, and workable pathway to permanency, 
while keeping the child’s welfare at the cen-
tre of decision-making

Intercountry Adoption
Jamaica’s legal framework for inter-
country adoption is narrow and outdat-
ed. Under the 1958 Adoption Act, only 
Commonwealth citizens and citizens of 
the United States, Denmark, and Sweden 
(“scheduled countries”) are permitted to 
adopt Jamaican children. No rationale has 
ever been articulated for the inclusion of 
Denmark and Sweden, no adoption ap-
plication from a Swede or Dane has come 
before the Board at least since 2012, and 
the list of eligible countries has never been 
reviewed or updated.83 This statutory re-
striction limits the pool of prospective 
adoptive parents and operates as a struc-
tural constraint on intercountry adoption.  

Even among those who are legally eligible, 
adoptions by unrelated foreign nationals 
are rare. This is not due to lack of inter-
est: non-Jamaican applicants appear on 
the CPFSA’s waiting list, and new appli-
cations are routinely received. Rather, low 
intercountry adoption rates reflect inter-
nal agency practice. The CPFSA applies 
a hierarchy that prioritises prospective 
adopters by perceived geographic and 
cultural proximity to Jamaica: first Ja-
maicans resident in Jamaica, followed by 
Jamaicans abroad, then foreigners living 
in Jamaica, and lastly foreigners abroad. 
This hierarchy has no statutory basis but 
is consistently applied. In addition, it is 
agency policy that prospective adopters, 

foreign or local, are not permitted to visit 
children’s homes in the hopes of  meeting 
a child.84 

As a result, the small number of Jamai-
can children placed through intercoun-
try adoption tend to be those considered 
“hard to place,” typically older children 
or children with disabilities. These place-
ments most often occur through private, 
church-linked childcare facilities with 
foreign affiliations, where prospective 
adoptive parents, usually white, Christian, 
American families, have direct access to 
the homes mostly on “mission trips”. 
Through this connection, they are able 
to inadvertently circumvent the rule that 
prospective adopters not be allowed to 
visit the homes, and they are able to form 
bonds with specific children, learn of their 
situation, and apply for them by name. By 
contrast, foreign applicants without such 
connections, who apply through the for-
mal system and wait on the approved list, 
are almost never matched.85

Private intercountry adoption arrange-
ments—where foreign adopters apply 
for a named child that is not a ward of 
the state, who they have made arrange-
ments for with the birthparents outside 
of the purview of the agency--are usually 
viewed with suspicion by both the agen-
cy and the Adoption Board, reflecting 
concerns about child trafficking and the 
exploitation of vulnerable birth parents.86  

Open adoption 

does not 

destabilise 

placements or 

confuse children, 

and may reduce 

anxiety and secrecy 

within adoptive 

families.
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While these risks are real and well doc-
umented internationally, the prevailing 
institutional response has been to restrict 
intercountry adoption through informal 
practice rather than to regulate it through 
transparent safeguards, outcome monitor-
ing, or structured oversight.

For Jamaican children adopted overseas, 
there are concerns about adjustment, 
identity confusion, and alienation. Some 
research, particularly from the United 
Kingdom, has raised concerns about cul-
tural identity, belonging, and racial so-
cialisation when Black or minority-ethnic 
children are adopted into white families.87 
Other longitudinal studies complicate this 
narrative. A 12-year follow-up of Afro-Ca-
ribbean and mixed-race children adopted 
by white British families found generally 
strong psychological, educational, and 
social outcomes, comparable to those of 
same-race adoptees. 88 Broader evidence 
from North America and Europe indi-
cates that internationally adopted children 
often achieve outcomes similar to their 
non-adopted peers when raised in stable, 
supportive environments, though adoles-
cence may bring heightened questions of 
identity.89 Meta-analyses suggest that ad-
justment is shaped less by ethnicity or na-
tionality than by caregiving quality, paren-
tal responsiveness, access to mental-health 
support, and active engagement with the 
child’s cultural heritage.90 Overall the evi-
dence indicates long-term favourable out-

comes for minority children raised in a 
mixed-race environment. 91

There are also concerns for Jamaican 
children adopted by foreigners, many of 
whom are older, and possible post-trau-
matic stress responses, given pre-adop-
tion histories of neglect, abuse, multiple 
placements, and prolonged institution-
alisation. There are anecdotal reports 
that some older Jamaican adoptees, once 
overseas with their new families, exhibit 
attachment-related mental-health diffi-
culties linked to unresolved trauma that 
was undisclosed or unknown at the time 
of placement. In the absence of data, 
however, it is impossible to assess either 
the prevalence or severity of these re-
ported outcomes.92 

Whether intercountry adoption ulti-
mately benefits Jamaican children can-
not be determined without systematic 
outcome follow up. For some children, 
it may represent the only realistic oppor-
tunity for family life and access to spe-
cialised therapeutic services unavailable 
in Jamaica’s residential care system. Yet 
without follow-up mechanisms, the state 
has no way of knowing whether these 
potential benefits are realised or wheth-
er early vulnerabilities persist or wors-
en, nor the dimensions of the inevitable 
tradeoffs.
These domestic constraints operate 
alongside a global contraction of inter-

country adoption which could further 
narrow the already limited set of receiving 
countries for Jamaican children. Over the 
past two decades, international placements 
have declined sharply due to heightened 
ethical concerns, including improper fi-
nancial incentives and weak safeguards in 
sending countries.93  Incidentally Jamaica’s 
two scheduled countries are leading this 
trend.  Denmark has begun dismantling 
its national intercountry adoption system, 
and Sweden is conducting a government 
inquiry widely expected to result in the 
cessation of all intercountry adoptions.94 

Taken together—restrictive eligibility 
rules, conservative institutional practice, 
absence of outcome data, and shrinking 
international receptivity—intercountry 
adoption remains an underutilised and 
poorly understood option for Jamaican 
children. It is neither strategically man-
aged nor clearly aligned with the best in-
terests of children who cannot be placed 
domestically. 

The Hague Convention 
(Adoption)
Many of the reforms required to address 
the weaknesses identified in intercoun-
try adoption, such as outcome tracking, 
procedural clarity, and strengthened 
safeguards, also arise in the context of 
Jamaica’s long-standing consideration of 
accession to the Hague Convention on 
Protection of Children and Co-operation 

Barriers to a Timely and Effective Adoption System
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in Respect of Intercountry Adoption, the 
principal international framework gov-
erning ethical and regulated intercountry 
adoption.95 The UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child has flagged Jamaica’s 
non-ratification of the Hague Convention 
as a continuing concern.96 

The Convention prioritises placement 
with extended family or national adopt-
ers, treating international adoption as a 
residual option, provides for safeguards 
against exploitation and trafficking, and 
promotes transparency and cooperation 
between countries on adoption matters.

Non-ratification creates practical diffi-
culties for overseas adopters, including 
diaspora Jamaicans.97 Adoption Orders 
issued in Jamaica are not automatically 
recognised in Hague-compliant jurisdic-
tions. In the United Kingdom, Jamaican 
adoptions must be re-processed through 
British courts. For the United States, 
CPFSA is required to produce extensive 
case documentation to satisfy federal 
immigration requirements. This is con-
sequential given that the United States is 
the main destination for Jamaican inter-
country adoptions. Also without Hague 
accession, U.S. immigration law recognis-
es only orphans as eligible for entry. Rat-
ification would remove this barrier by al-
lowing children with living parents, who 
are nevertheless unable to care for them 
and who have consented to the adoption, 
to qualify for adoption and migration.98 
Beyond childhood, adoptees may also 
face legal, immigration, or inheritance 
complications in jurisdictions that do not 
recognise non-Hague adoptions. 

Accession to the Convention would re-
solve many of these difficulties by en-
abling mutual recognition of Jamaican 
Adoption Orders and eliminating the 
need for the current Adoption Licence 
process. Compliance would require Ja-
maica to formally designate the CPFSA as 
the Central Authority and to expand its 
administrative capacity, alongside proce-
dural reforms to align domestic practice 
with Hague standards. While ratification 
would require inter-ministerial coordi-
nation and legislative action, factors that 
have historically slowed treaty implemen-
tation across sectors and issues, it would 
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materially strengthen the credibility, pre-
dictability, and international legitimacy of 
Jamaica’s adoption system. 

Administrative Constraints 
Beyond the legal and institutional issues 
with how adoption is administered, the 
CPFSA’s internal functioning must be 
examined in its own right. Children only 
become available for adoption after they 
have entered state care and their cases 
have gone through the standard processes. 
Adoption is typically considered only after 
other placement options, reunification in 
particular, have been pursued and deemed 
unworkable, consistent with the agency’s 
treatment of adoption as a last resort. This 
obtains even when, as sometimes hap-
pens, a prospective birthmother presents 
herself while still pregnant to the CPFSA 
stating her intention to relinquish her 
child at birth so the child can be placed for 
adoption. 

This sequencing means that the principal 
source of delay is not the adoption unit 
itself, but the wider case-management 
system that determines when or whether 
a child is referred to the Adoption Desk. 
Once a child’s file reaches the Adoption 
Desk the process moves comparatively 
quickly given the substantial pool of ap-
proved adopters. That is, the bottlenecks 
are earlier, in how children are advanced 
toward any permanency outcome at all. 
Many of the administrative constraints, 
therefore, are not actually specific to 
adoption per se, but reflect agency-wide 
capacity and practice issues. In this light, 
the concern raised by the UN Committee 
on the Rights of the Child in 2015 about 
excessive delays in Jamaica’s adoption pro-
cess, is better understood as a manifesta-
tion of broader weaknesses in child-pro-
tection practice and case management, 
rather than a failure of adoption proce-
dures alone.

It is well documented that chronic under-
staffing, high caseloads, and expanding 
responsibilities within the CPFSA have 
produced uneven case management, and 
weak progression from entry into care to 
permanency.99 Procedures have evolved 
without a clear evidence base, responsi-
bility for cases is often diffuse, and stan-
dardised benchmarks are largely absent.100 

The lack of independent oversight means 
that policy interpretation, procedural ad-
aptation, and performance assessment are 
internally determined and inconsistently 
monitored. 

Understaffing is a primary driver of 
stagnation in casework upstream of the 
Adoption Desk. Jamaica’s ratio of approx-
imately 111 social workers per 100,000 
children places it well below the staffing 
density of comparable child-protection 
systems, which typically range from 200 
to 300 practitioners per 100,000 chil-
dren.101 Across all aspects of the agency’s 
work, children’s officers manage caseloads 
far exceeding international norms.102 Ev-
idence from other countries shows that 
high caseloads reduce the likelihood of 
children being adopted as social workers 
lack time for file reviews, follow-up, in-
vestigations, and sustained engagement 
with birth families.103 As a result, children 
can remain in care for years with little 
documented progress toward perma-
nency simply because their cases are not 
actively managed. The Adoption Board 
Case Committee has reviewed files where 
children had no formal care plans, assess-
ments, or active consideration for adop-
tion over extended periods. In several 
instances, applications reached the Com-
mittee only because a prospective adopter 
encountered a child through a volunteer 
visit or holiday foster programme and dis-
covered that the child was, in fact, eligible 

for adoption.104

Capacity constraints also delay the early 
procedural steps that determine a child’s 
trajectory in care. Children entering the 
system are first put in a “place of safety” 
pending longer-term decisions. The CCPA 
requires that a Fit Person Order (FPO), 
formally designating the child as a ward 
of the state, be issued “without delay,” with 
CPFSA policy setting a target of 48 hours. 
In practice, obtaining an FPO often takes 
between 11 and 28 weeks. Until the FPO 
is issued, no placement review can oc-
cur, meaning months may pass before a 
child’s case is even assessed for reunifica-
tion, foster care, or adoption. As a result, 
a newborn relinquished at birth spends an 
average of 15 months in institutional care 
before placement with an adoptive fami-
ly.105

A typical case illustrates these dynamics. 
In 2019, the Adoption Board Case Com-
mittee reviewed an application for a child 
born in December 2016 whose mother 
had notified the agency of her intention 
to relinquish during pregnancy. It took 
six months to secure a Fit Person Order 
and a further two years to obtain parental 
consent. The child was eventually placed 
with adopters who had been waiting since 
2014.106

Older children experience similar delays. 
Children in residential care who have had 

Adoption is considered only after other 

placement options have been pursued and 

deemed unworkable, consistent with the 

agency’s treatment of adoption as a last resort.

Home Advantage: Reforming Jamaica's Adoption System Home Advantage: Reforming Jamaica's Adoption System 29



no family contact for years often remain 
unconsidered for adoption due to chil-
dren’s officers’ file backlogs, incomplete 
assessments, and under-referral. Private 
children’s home managers report hav-
ing children in their care who could be 
suitable for adoption, but they lack the 
authority to initiate the process, while 
overburdened case officers are unable to 
advance their files.107

Even where timelines exist, weak tracking 
and accountability because of capacity 
constraints make compliance inconsis-
tent. The CPFSA itself has reported that 
there is no centralised system to monitor 
timeline adherence, no routine oversight 
of case progression, and limited account-
ability for individual case outcomes.108  
While reunification plans are often draft-
ed, their implementation is inconsistent, 
and adoption is not pursued in parallel. 
Institutional norms and organisational 
culture further shape adoption practice, 
including in ways that run counter to ev-
idence. A clear example is the deliberate 
separation of foster care and adoption. 
Foster-to-adopt, also called concurrent 
planning, is a standard child welfare ap-
proach in which family reunification 
efforts occur alongside preparation for 
permanent alternatives such as adop-
tion. Opposition to concurrent planning 
typically is grounded in the belief that 
allowing prospective adopters to foster 
children risks emotional attachment that 
would complicate later separation, and on 
the concern that it places an unfair emo-
tional burden on prospective adopters.109  
These assumptions are not supported by 
evidence, yet they have materially shaped 
policy and practice. In practice, foster-
to-adopt arrangements are meant to shift 
the burden of uncertainty away from the 
child who would otherwise form and lose 
attachments repeatedly, and onto adults 
who can be supported to manage that 
risk.110 Research on foster-to-adopt shows 
that early placement with carers who may 
become permanent parents reduces un-
necessary moves, supports earlier stabil-
ity, and improves outcomes for children, 
particularly infants.111 

Procedural change is also thwarted by this 
precedence of cultural orientation and 
agency norms. An attempt to introduce a 

foster-to-adopt pathway, the From Cradle 
to Loving Arms initiative, was introduced 
by ministerial directive and approved by 
Cabinet. Its implementation would have 
required new procedures across multiple 
departments, increasing workload and 
disrupting established routines without 
additional staffing or resources. It also 
lacked benchmarks, reporting require-
ments, and monitoring mechanisms to 
track compliance or outcomes. Most 
critically, it did not confront the agen-
cy’s entrenched resistance to concurrent 
planning. In this context, the absence of 
measurable improvement in early place-
ment for babies and young children was 
predictable.112 These administrative dy-
namics have direct consequences for 
where children ultimately land within the 
system, how long they stay there, and for 
where they end up.

Foster Care
Foster care is a core component of Jamai-
ca’s child-protection system and often 
becomes the default option for children 
who could be adopted. Rather than func-
tioning as a temporary pathway toward 
permanency, it frequently substitutes for 
adoption because adoption is not actively 
pursued. It allows the agency to advance 
its stated deinstitutionalisation objectives 
without engaging adoption as a central 
permanency strategy, reinforcing the 
treatment of adoption as marginal rather 
than as an integral component of fami-
ly-based care. 

The scale of foster care relative to adop-
tion nevertheless illustrates this dynamic. 
Foster care supports a large standing pop-
ulation of children, while adoption con-
tributes only a negligible number of ex-
its from the system. In 2013, at the same 
time as approximately 900 children were 
living in foster care, just eight adoptions 
were completed over a five-month peri-
od. Although these figures reflect differ-
ent measures, the contrast highlights the 
marginal role adoption plays in reducing 
the population of wards of the state.113  
Children in foster placements may meet 
the legal criteria for adoption but are not 
regularly nor routinely formally assessed 
for it. Without the termination of paren-
tal rights and placement in an adoptive 
family, children remain wards of the state 
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indefinitely. Foster care is administered 
entirely through internal CPFSA policies 
and precedent rather than law. Neither 
the Adoption Act nor the CCPA contains 
provisions governing foster care. There is 
no statutory definition of a foster child, 
foster parent, or foster placement, and no 
legal framework setting out rights, duties, 
safeguards, or accountability of any par-
ty involved. This legal invisibility creates 
systemic vulnerabilities for children, fos-
ter carers, and the state, which remains 
the child’s legal parent.114 A consequence 
of the legal and regulatory vacuum is the 
absence of any statutory requirement to 
assess whether a child in foster care should 
be made eligible for adoption. There are no 
procedural triggers such as a fixed period 
in care or failed reunification attempts that 
compel evaluation of adoption as a perma-
nency option.115 

This problem is compounded by the in-
stitutional separation of foster care and 
adoption. The two are administered as 
distinct programmes, governed by differ-
ent processes, and treated as conceptually 
unrelated.  Foster care is framed as tem-
porary even when it becomes long-term; 
adoption is framed as permanent and 
therefore exceptional. In the absence of 
legal or policy integration, many children 
are never considered for adoption, even 
when permanence would be in their best 
interest. Foster parents who have cared for 
children for years, sometimes from infan-
cy, often find themselves unable to pursue 
adoption, despite being the only caregiv-
ers the child has ever known. Those who 
attempt to do so describe the process as 
slow, opaque, and discouraging.116

The lack of integration precludes concur-
rent planning. In systems where concur-
rent planning is routine, children may 
be placed with foster families already ap-
proved as adoptive families, allowing for 
continuity of care if reunification fails.117 
While the From Cradle to Loving Arms 
initiative was intended to introduce a ver-
sion of this model by registering approved 
adopters as foster parents, as noted earlier, 
it never did become agency policy. 118

A de facto form of concurrent planning 
nevertheless occurs through so-called 
“private arrangements.” In these cases, 
birth parents and prospective adopters 

meet and come to an agreement without 
the CPFSA’s involvement. The child is 
placed with the adopters, often immedi-
ately after birth. The adopters then submit 
a formal application some months or years 
later, and the agency conducts its investi-
gation as with any other case. Although 
these arrangements carry some risk, as 
birth parents retain the right to withhold 
consent until it is formally given, this is 
the same risk that any prospective adopter 
agrees to if a child is placed with them by 
the agency. Private arrangements account 
for roughly 15 percent of adoption appli-
cations—four times the number of place-
ments of wards of the state with approved 
adopters— suggesting that early newborn 
placements with adoption further down 
are not only feasible but common with-
in the Jamaican context.119 A structured 
framework, with legal safeguards and so-
cial worker support for all parties, would 
formalise what is already in practice.

Foster care, as currently structured, re-
flects and reinforces the systemic barriers 
to adoption. It fills the space where perma-
nency planning should occur, but without 
the tools, authority, or intent to deliver 
permanent outcomes. The separation 
of foster care and adoption has broader 
rights implications: children in long-term 
foster care have a right to stability, conti-
nuity of care, and legally secure relation-
ships with their caregivers. These rights 
are not protected in a system where foster 
care is unregulated, open-ended, and fully 
discretionary. Many children in extended 
foster care would likely benefit from the 
security and permanence of adoption, but 
no structured or systematic mechanism 
exists to ask or answer whether that is the 
better outcome.

Proposed amendments to the Child Care 
and Protection Act (CCPA) seek to ad-
dress longstanding gaps in the regulation 
of foster care, including the creation of a 
Foster Parents’ Register, enforceable stan-
dards and protocols for children in foster 
care, clarification of the legal rights and 
limits of foster parents vis-à-vis biologi-
cal parents, the establishment of critical 
incident protocols, and clearer duties on 
the CPFSA to monitor foster placements. 
These reforms would regularise foster 
care, improve oversight, and strengthen 
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safeguards for children and carers alike. 
However, it does not provide for concur-
rent planning, nor do the revisions address 
adoption at all either.

Culture and Stigma
Cultural attitudes influence adoption in 
Jamaica. Adoption is often thought, by 
both professionals and the general public, 
to carry social stigma.120 While informal 
caregiving arrangements are deeply root-
ed and socially accepted, formal adoption 
apparently is a more sensitive matter. The 
distinction appears to lie less in the act 
of caring for a non-biological child than 
in the legal permanence of adoption and 
the formal transfer of parental rights. In a 
context where mistrust of state institutions 
is common, and family matters are viewed 
as private, the legislation of caregiving may 
provoke discomfort in ways that informal 
arrangements do not.121

The perceived negative societal attitude 
toward adoption, reported especially by 
prospective adoptive mothers, engenders 
a feeling of need for secrecy.122 Research 
offers useful precepts to explain this: the 
“genetic family ideology” has historical-
ly framed non-biological families as less 
legitimate, associating adoption with the 
“twin stigmata of infertility and illegitima-
cy.”123 Accordingly, Jamaican adoptive par-
ents report that it is seen as a “second-best” 
option compared to having biological chil-
dren, especially when it follows infertility. 
Infertility itself is still regarded as a private 
or taboo subject, and that silence can ex-
tend to adoption and fostering as alterna-
tive paths to parenthood. 124 Some adop-
tive families may thus not want to disclose 
their adoption story, fearing judgement 
or misunderstanding from others, and to 
protect their child from same. 

Stigma also follows birthparents who relin-
quish children for adoption. International 
research shows that birth mothers experi-
ence deep shame and disenfranchised grief 
for having “given up” a child. In Jamaica 
when a birth mother relinquishes her child 
up for adoption, she is chastised by soci-
ety.125 In Jamaican and wider Caribbean 
contexts, strong norms around parental 
responsibility and family loyalty mean 
that relinquishment can be interpreted as 
moral failure rather than as a protective 
decision.126 Once an adoption is complete, 
birthparents’ identities are erased, their 
loss unacknowledged, their grief inval-

idated, and they are stereotyped as irre-
sponsible.127  These effects are reinforced 
structurally by the absence of post-relin-
quishment counselling, psychosocial sup-
port, or any right to information about 
the child’s wellbeing after adoption.

Public scepticism about state involvement 
in children’s welfare further compounds 
these dynamics. Reports of abuse and 
neglect within children’s homes contrib-
ute to mistrust of the system among both 
prospective adopters and birthparents. 
For prospective adopters, the process can 
appear bureaucratic and impersonal.128 
For birth parents, relinquishing a child to 
“the system” may feel unsafe or morally 
fraught, deterring birthparents from for-
mal adoption channels. 129 

Although practitioners suggest that at-
titudes toward adoption may be evolv-
ing, there is little systematic evidence on 
how stigma operates in practice or the 
extent to which it deters relinquishment 
or adoption.130  Until these dynamics are 
examined through structured, represen-
tative research, cultural barriers will re-
main poorly understood and inadequate-
ly addressed. If adoption is to become a 
more accessible and accepted pathway to 
family life, public dialogue and policy re-
form must be grounded in empirical un-
derstanding of Jamaican attitudes toward 
family, care, and state involvement, rather 
than assumption or anecdote.
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Towards a Functional 
Adoption System

No statute or policy establishes 
clear timelines for 
determining abandonment, 
dispensing with parental consent, or 
reviewing permanency plans.

4
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his study finds that Jamaica’s 
adoption system is constrained 
by three interlocking structural 
conditions: an outdated legislative 

framework, a diffuse and weak governance 
architecture, and a chronically under-
resourced administrative system operating 
without effective oversight or systematic 
use of data. The combined effect is a 
system that positions adoption as a last-
resort rather than as a purposive child-
protection and development function, 
with limited attention to outcomes for 
children or to adoption’s broader social 
and developmental value.

Delays in placing wards of the state with 
approved adopters stem primarily from 
operational bottlenecks rooted in staffing 
shortages, excessive caseloads, and a 
cautious administrative culture. Children 
remain in care for years, sometimes their 
entire childhood, even when adoption 
would clearly better serve their interests. 
Children’s officers managing caseloads far 
beyond international norms lack the time 
and institutional support to review files, 
advance permanency planning, or pursue 
adoption in parallel with reunification. 
These outcomes reflect capacity 
exhaustion rather than individual neglect 
or malintent.

At the base of these procedural and 
administrative weaknesses lies an outdated 
and fragmented legal framework. Jamaica’s 

Adoption Act of 1958 remains unrevised 
and sits apart from the Child Care and 
Protection Act (CCPA), which governs 
the wider child-protection system. The 
two statutes neither cross-reference nor 
align, producing a structural incoherence: 
the CCPA regulates children in need of 
care and protection, but does not engage 
adoption as a permanency outcome at 
all; the Adoption Act, in turn, treats 
adoption in isolation, without reference to 
the broader child-protection continuum 
or other permanency mechanisms. The 
result is a child-protection system with 
two parallel legal regimes which though 
administered by the same agency are 
oriented around different logics. 

With both the Adoption Act and the 
Child Care and Protection Act (CCPA) 
long under revision—processes initiated 
in 2013 and stalled since—the logical 
course is to integrate them into a 
single legislative framework. This is the 
approach taken in most Commonwealth 
jurisdictions, including elsewhere in the 
Caribbean. Maintaining two separate 
statutes administered by one agency, and 
subject to weak or inactive oversight, 
continues to fragment responsibility 
and dilute reform. A unified law should 
adopt a single definition of the child’s best 
interests, incorporating the interpretation 
articulated in the Sykes decision: that 
adoption may serve a child’s best interests 

T

The core constraint for adoptions is not legal permissibility 
but operational capacity, institutional clarity, coherent 
governance and accountability, and evidence-informed 

cultural recalibration.
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where it offers greater long-term stability, 
care, and opportunity than remaining 
with the birth family. Integrating 
adoption into a revised CCPA would align 
all state care interventions within a single 
framework, with clear lines of authority 
and accountability. Commonwealth 
experience suggests that such unified 
children’s legislation streamlines 
agency work, reduces fragmentation, 
and strengthens child protection. This 
reform presents an opportunity to move 
away from siloed laws and toward a 
comprehensive Children’s Code that 
reflects contemporary standards and 
practice.

The extant legal fragmentation is mirrored 
administratively. The Adoption Board 
retains formal legal authority, while the 
CPFSA administers adoption services 
without explicit statutory grounding. 
No statute or policy establishes clear 
timelines for determining abandonment, 
dispensing with parental consent, 
or reviewing permanency plans. In 
practice, children are left in institutional 
or temporary care far beyond what 
developmental evidence recommends, 
with predictable harm to attachment, 
emotional regulation, and long-term 
wellbeing.

Institutional culture compounds these 
structural constraints. In practice, 

adoption is considered and treated 
as a measure of last resort, to be 
considered only after prolonged and 
often unrealistic efforts at reunification 
have been exhausted. Agency practice 
remains strongly oriented toward 
biological family preservation, even 
where reunification is unlikely or unsafe. 
Scarce resources are devoted to tracing 
absent or disengaged parents, reflecting 
a belief that biological continuity should 
outweigh all other considerations. 
While compassionate in intent, this 
orientation is not consistently supported 
by evidence and often conflicts with 
children’s need for timely permanence. 
Early family stability is a well-established 
protective factor: prolonged uncertainty 
and repeated disruptions, rather than 
removal itself, are key drivers of later 
harm.

Governance reform is central to 
addressing this gap. One option would be 
to reconstitute the CPFSA as a statutory 
body, probably best done within a revised 
CCPA, thereby containing all the actors 
in the child-protection system under 
the main legislative framework. An 
alternative, interim mechanism would 
be to operationalise the oversight role 
already contemplated in the CCPA by 
empowering the Advisory Council. 
Although provided for in law, the 
Council was not appointed until 2021, 17 

years after the Act’s passage, and has never 
been adequately resourced. If properly 
constituted and mandated, it could 
provide structured oversight of CPFSA 
performance, monitor implementation of 
ministerial directives, and require regular 
reporting on priority areas, addressing 
the governance deficit that arises when 
executive discretion operates without 
countervailing accountability.

Attitudes and belief systems also require 
attention. Adoption stigma in Jamaica 
is both interpersonal and structural, 
reinforced by policy and professional 
practice. The absence of post-
relinquishment counselling, peer support, 
or any right to information post-adoption 
entrenches shame, grief, and social 
isolation among birth parents. Research 
consistently shows that where emotional 
and peer supports exist, mental-health 
outcomes improve and stigma is 
mitigated. Reforms that ignore the birth-
parent experience risk perpetuating 
neglect, unsafe informal placements, or 
prolonged institutional care rather than 
facilitating timely relinquishment.

The same evidence-practice gap appears 
in relation to openness and concurrent 
planning. Evidence from multiple 
jurisdictions shows that open or semi-
open adoption arrangements do not 
destabilise families or confuse children; 

The administration has acknowledged 
that Jamaica’s adoption process is 
burdened by outdated laws and 
unnecessary delays, and pledged to 
simplify and streamline the system.
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secrecy is more often associated with 
identity conflict and strain. Similarly, 
resistance to foster-to-adopt models 
reflects institutional norms rather than 
evidence. Where such models have 
succeeded, success has depended on 
practitioner training, clear guidance, and 
support structures that enable adults—
not children—to bear the emotional risk 
of uncertainty. Policy intent without these 
investments is unlikely to alter practice, 
as Jamaica’s own experience has already 
shown.

International alignment also matters. 
Accession to the Hague Convention on 
Intercountry Adoption would improve 
safeguards while reducing legal and 
administrative barriers for Jamaicans in the 
diaspora and other international adopters, 
facilitating recognition of Jamaican 
adoption orders abroad and expanding 
permanency options for children who 
cannot be placed domestically. 

Legislative reform is necessary but not 
sufficient. Comparative experience shows 
that law alone cannot shift institutional 
practice. South Africa’s 2005 Children’s 
Act introduced clear definitions of 
abandonment, timelines for dispensing 
with consent, and safeguards against 
children becoming “legal orphans.”131  Yet 
adoptions there have declined, largely 
because institutional practice continues 

to privilege parental rights over children’s 
long-term interests.132 The lesson for 
Jamaica is that the core constraint is 
not legal permissibility but operational 
capacity, institutional clarity, coherent 
governance and accountability, cultural 
recalibration informed by evidence, and 
a clear orientation toward the child’s 
right to permanent family life as a 
primary objective. Many improvements 
can be implemented without awaiting 
full legislative  overhaul. Ministerial 
regulations and policy directives 
permissible under existing law could 
address immediate governance gaps. A 
formal memorandum of understanding 
between the CPFSA and the Adoption 
Board could clarify roles, enable 
lawful oversight, and establish routine 
information-sharing. Clear procedural 
benchmarks and timelines for permanency 
planning could be embedded in agency 
policy to prevent indefinite stays in care 
while legislative reform is pursued.
Properly resourced and integrated into a 
rationalised child-protection framework, 
adoption could become a pillar of human-
capital formation, delivering lifelong 
developmental gains, reducing the costs 
of institutionalisation, and contributing 
to a more stable and cohesive society.

Policy Window
A policy window is a moment of political 

alignment and institutional readiness that 
creates the conditions for long-awaited 
reform. In such moments, problems 
already known to government and civil 
society may finally find their way onto 
the agenda for action, provided that the 
right policy solutions are available, and 
that political actors are motivated to act.133 
For adoption reform in Jamaica, such a 
window may be open.

Leading up to the September 2025 general 
election, the incumbent administration 
signalled a clear intention to prioritise 
child welfare. The Jamaica Labour Party’s 
manifesto outlined a set of specific, 
actionable policy commitments that 
correspond closely with the gaps and 
inefficiencies outlined in this report. 
Specifically, the manifesto identifies 
Jamaica’s adoption process as “burdened 
by outdated laws and unnecessary delays,” 
and pledged to simplify and streamline 
the system. Proposed actions included 
removing bureaucratic barriers, clarifying 
guidelines, and supporting prospective 
adoptive families.134 
The manifesto also pledged to “strengthen 
the institutional arrangements for 
children” through clearer agency 
mandates, improved coordination, and 
stronger accountability. This aligns 
directly with the findings in this report 
regarding the legislative and operational 
fragmentation that currently characterises 
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Jamaica’s adoption and foster care 
systems. The several promises with 
regard to parenting support this report’s 
proposition about the relationship 
between adoption, child development, 
and family strengthening.
Since their success at the polls and re-
assumption of office, several political 
and administrative signals initially 
suggested a convergence of opportunity 
for the child-protection sector, including 
adoption. The appointment of two junior 
ministers to the portfolio ministry for 
children appeared to indicate an intention 
to expand administrative bandwidth and 
advance reforms.135  

This prospective reform agenda also 
aligned with the CPFSA’s previously 
stated policy direction toward 
deinstitutionalisation. The agency has 
stated its commitment to reducing 
reliance on residential care and 
expanding family-based alternatives, 
particularly for younger children.136 
Modernising adoption processes and 
embedding permanency planning would 
directly support this shift by creating 
viable pathways out of care, rather than 
allowing foster care and institutional 
placement to function as long-term end 
points. Adoption reform can therefore 
be framed not as a new policy priority, 
but as an instrument for delivering on an 

existing one.
However, the translation of manifesto 
commitments into systemic change 
remains uncertain. Reforms in 
adoption and child protection are 
particularly vulnerable to delay when 
competing policy demands divert 
political attention, administrative 
capacity, and fiscal resources. Without 
sustained prioritisation and resourcing, 
longstanding structural weaknesses 
are likely to persist. Nonetheless, this 
report, building on previous, recent 
work, provides a clear, evidence-based 
reform agenda exists to inform decision-
making if and when policy space becomes 
available.
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RecommendationsRecommendations

Strengthen CPFSA Capacity for Adoption and Permanency 
Case Management
•	 Increase staffing levels across children’s officers and adoption personnel 

to reduce caseloads to manageable levels closer to international 
standard ratios of 25 – 30 cases per social worker, modernise case-
management systems through digitisation of files, and introduce a 
dedicated permanency review function to track cases, flag delays, and 
ensure timely progression.

•	 The evidence in this report shows that staffing shortages and 
administrative overload—not legal barriers—are the primary causes of 
delay.

1

Clarify Governance and Accountability between the CPFSA and the 
Adoption Board
•	 Execute a formal Memorandum of Understanding between the CPFSA, 

the Adoption Board, and the portfolio ministry to clarify authority, 
oversight responsibilities, and information-sharing arrangements 
pending legislative reform.

•	 An interim governance instrument would reduce legal ambiguity, 
strengthen accountability, and mitigate risk while longer-term 
statutory integration is pursued.

3

Improve Data Collection, Monitoring, and Follow-up
•	 Develop a centralised information system to track adoption 

applications, placements, timelines, and outcomes. Publish annual 
adoption and permanency statistics and introduce structured post-
placement follow-up beyond the minimum statutory period.

•	 Robust data systems are essential for accountability, policy 
learning, and outcome evaluation. Interoperability with existing 
systems (e.g. education or health data) should be explored to enable 
longitudinal tracking.

2

Measures achievable through policy directives and resourcing

Home Advantage: Reforming Jamaica's Adoption System Home Advantage: Reforming Jamaica's Adoption System40



Recommendations

Re-orient Foster Care toward Permanency and Enable 
Concurrent Planning 
•	 Require that every foster-care placement include a formal 

permanency plan at the point of placement, with timelines for 
reunification, guardianship, or adoption. Introduce concurrent 
planning as standard agency practice, supported by practitioner 
training, guidance, and psychosocial support for carers.

•	 Agency resistance to concurrent planning has been documented; 
addressing it requires structured support and leadership, not 
policy statements alone. Legislative reform should later codify 
these practices.

4

Pilot Structured Openness and Early Placement Models 
•	 Develop culturally appropriate practice guidelines for openness 

in adoption and early placement. Pilot voluntary open-adoption 
arrangements, supported by counselling and case-by-case 
safeguards for all parties.

•	 Evidence indicates that openness reduces fear, improves 
psychological outcomes, and facilitates relinquishment when 
properly supported.

6

Establish Administrative Permanency Timelines
•	 Introduce national administrative benchmarks for permanency 

planning, such as:
•	 initial permanency plan within four months of entry 

into care;
•	 mandatory review within six months; and
•	 initiation of adoption proceedings after 12 months in 

care absent compelling reasons.

•	 These standards can be implemented immediately through 
policy and later embedded in statute.

5

Recommendations
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RecommendationsRecommendations

Operationalise Oversight through the CCPA Advisory Council
•	 Provide the CCPA Advisory Council with the administrative resources, 

technical capacity, and formal mandate required to exercise meaningful 
oversight over the CPFSA.

•	 Empowering an existing statutory body offers an interim governance 
solution without restructuring the agency, addressing the governance 
and accountability gaps identified in the report.

7

Clarify Legal Standards for Consent and Abandonment
•	 Legislatively define abandonment, unreasonable withholding of 

consent, and fixed periods of non-contact that trigger review of 
parental rights.

•	 Clear statutory standards would reduce delay and ensure that children’s 
welfare, rather than procedural caution, guides decision-making.

9

Integrate Adoption into a Revised Child Care and Protection Act
•	 Rather than amending the Adoption Act and the CCPA separately, 

consolidate them into a single, coherent child-protection statute. 
The revised Act should regulate foster care, guardianship, and 
adoption within one framework, with clear institutional roles and 
accountability.

•	 The unified statute should adopt a single definition of the child’s 
best interests, incorporating the interpretation articulated in the 
Sykes decision—that adoption may be in a child’s best interests 
where it offers greater long-term stability and opportunity than 
remaining with the birth family.

8
Measures requiring legislative reform
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Recommendations

Remove Gender- and Marital-Status Restrictions in 
Adoption Eligibility
•	 Amend the law to remove the prohibition on single men 

adopting unrelated female children and permit joint adoption 
by unmarried couples in stable, long-term relationships 
where this serves the child’s best interests. Simplify stepparent 
adoption procedures.

•	 These restrictions lack an evidence base, narrow the adopter 
pool, and are inconsistent with equality principles.

10

Accede to the Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption
•	 Ratify the Hague Convention and designate the CPFSA as 

Central Authority, with appropriate resourcing to ensure 
compliance.

•	 Accession would strengthen safeguards, improve international 
recognition of Jamaican adoption orders, reduce administrative 
barriers for the diaspora, and expand permanency options for 
children who cannot be placed domestically.

11

Recommendations
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Jamaica’s child protection system has evolved organically from its colonial origins through various reforms, agency mergers—some of 
them incomplete—and the ad hoc adoption of social work practices. Some of these practices reflect international standards, particu-
larly those of the UK and North America; others have adapted over time to Jamaica’s unique institutional, legal, and cultural context.
The terminology used in the system similarly reflects this mixed lineage. Terms such as “in state care,” “ward of the state,” and “in need 
of care and protection” are broadly analogous to what the UK refers to as “looked-after children” or “care-experienced children.” In the 
United States, by contrast, foster care is the default placement for children removed from their families and who are taken directly into 
foster homes. In Jamaica, however, foster care is typically considered only after a child has already been admitted into state care, most 
often via placement in a residential facility. Children in the Jamaican system almost always enter foster care from a facility, not directly 
from their home. In some cases, usually when no space is available in a facility, a foster family who is also designated as a Place of Safety 
may receive a child immediately upon their removal from the home. 
These variations in terminology are explicated further in the glossary below.

Adoption 
The legal process by which a person assumes permanent parental responsibility for a child, severing the child’s legal ties with their 
biological parents and establishing the adopter as the child’s parent in law. Adoption of a child in state care requires both agency pro-
cessing and judicial approval.

Adoption Board 
Established under the Adoption Act of 1958, the Board was originally responsible for overseeing all adoption matters. While its ad-
ministrative functions were later absorbed into the former Child Development Agency (CDA),now the Child Protection and Family 
Services Agency (CPFSA), the Board was never formally dissolved. Its current role is limited to reviewing adoption applications and 
granting or withholding approval before the matter proceeds to court for a final decision by a judge.

Adoption Licence 
A court-issued authorisation permitting a Jamaican child to be taken abroad for the purpose of adoption under the laws of another 
jurisdiction. The process requires CPFSA facilitation and judicial approval.

Adoption Order 
A final order granted by a judge, following CPFSA processing and Adoption Board approval, that legally transfers all parental rights 
and responsibilities to the adopter(s). It permanently severs the child’s legal ties with their birth family.

Adopter 
The person applying to adopt a child. In this report, unless otherwise specified, “adopter” refers to a non-relative, approved adopter on 
the CPFSA’s adoption waiting list.

Best Interest of the Child 
Defined in the Child Care and Protection Act (CCPA) as the paramount consideration in any decision affecting a child, with several 
precepts set out in the law to inform it. The Adoption Act does not define this principle, leaving its application in adoption matters open 
to both judicial and agency discretion.

Child in Need of Care and Protection 
A child who is abused, abandoned, neglected, orphaned, or otherwise without adequate parental care or guardianship, and who there-

Appendix: Glossary and Terms 
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fore comes under the protective remit of the state. This designation is made by the CPFSA and/or the court under the Child Care and 
Protection Act.

Childcare Facility 
Formerly referred to as a children’s home, a childcare facility is a residential institution for children in state care. There are currently 50 such 
facilities in Jamaica. Of these, 40 are privately operated but licensed and regulated by the CPFSA, and 10 are operated directly by the CPFSA.

“The Agency” 
Refers to the Child Protection and Family Services Agency (CPFSA), formerly the CDA, the statutory body responsible for Jamaica’s 
child protection system. It carries out all operational aspects of the state’s child welfare mandate, including investigation, placement, case 
management, foster care, and adoption. The CPFSA is also the legal guardian of children in state care and exercises complete discretion in 
determining when a child is eligible for adoption, and placing the child with an adopter.

Fit Person Order 
A legal directive issued by a court under the Child Care and Protection Act that designates a child a ward of the state. This occurs when a 
child is deemed to be in need of care and protection and cannot safely reside with a parent or guardian, whether due to abuse, neglect, be-
havioural concerns, or other circumstances contrary to the child’s best interests. Once the order is made, usually after the CPFSA has taken 
the child into custody, the agency places the child in a licensed facility, a foster home, or a suitable kinship arrangement.

Foster Care 
A temporary placement arrangement in which a child is cared for by a vetted foster family. Foster parents are recruited, trained, and su-
pervised by the CPFSA, though the child remains in the legal custody of the state. Foster care does not constitute legal permanency. The 
foster care programme is not governed by any specific law, regulation, or statute, and currently operates without formal external oversight.
The foster care and adoption units within the CPFSA operate as separate programmes. While some foster children are eventually adopted 
by their foster parents, this occurs infrequently and usually only after several years in care, on a case-by-case basis.

Place of Safety

A residential facility or home designated under the CCPA to temporarily house children who in need of care and protection, usually ahead 
of or while the child is being assigned a Fit Person Order. 

Placement

The process by which the Child Protection and Family Services Agency (CPFSA) assigns a ward of the state to live with an approved adopter. 
A placement occurs before the legal adoption is finalised and marks the start of the pre-adoptive period during which the adopter assumes 
day-to-day care of the child under agency supervision.

Relinquish 

The act of a birth parent voluntarily offering a child for adoption. The term “relinquish” is the preferred modern alternative to “give up,” as 
it avoids the implication of abandonment and assumes a considered, lawful decision to transfer parental rights in the child’s best interest.

Shifted Child / Child Shifting

A shifted child refers to a child who has been informally transferred from the care of their biological parent(s) to another household, often a 
relative, friend, or community member, without any legal adoption or formal foster-care arrangement. This practice is common in Jamaica 
and other parts of the Caribbean, and generally arises from economic hardship, migration, or the parent’s inability to provide daily care. It 
can also be understood as informal fostering—in that it is not regulated by the state--and is sometimes referred to as that.
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Stranger Adoption

Stranger adoption refers to the legal adoption of a child by persons who have no biological or familial relationship to the child. It is the 
opposite of intra-family or kinship adoption, in which the adopter is a relative or close connection of the birth family. In this report the 
term “non-kin” or “non-kinship” adoption is used more than “stranger adoption”. 

Supervision Order 
A legal order under the CCPA that allows a child to remain in the care of a family member while being formally supervised by a CPFSA 
Children’s Officer. 

Ultra vires 

A Latin term meaning “beyond one’s powers.” In administrative law, it refers to actions taken by a person or body that exceed the legal 
authority granted to them. In this report, it describes the Child Protection and Family Services Agency’s administration of adoption 
services, for which it is not designated under the Adoption Act and which falls outside its statutory mandate under the Child Care and 
Protection Act.

Ward of the State 
A child for whom the state has assumed full legal guardianship, usually through a Fit Person Order issued by the court, due to aban-
donment, abuse, neglect, or the absence of fit and willing parents. The CPFSA is responsible for all decisions regarding the child’s 
placement and welfare.
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This report was developed through a mixed-methods approach combining legal and policy analysis, document review, and qualitative data 
gathering. The research was carried out from October 2023 to October 2024.

Legal and Policy Review

A legal review was undertaken to assess Jamaica’s legislative and policy frameworks relating to adoption, child protection, and permanency. 
Primary legal sources included the Adoption Act (1958), Child Care and Protection Act (2004), and Children (Guardianship and Custody) 
Act (1957), along with relevant case law, notably Francis & Daley v. Adoption Board (2015). Jamaican constitutional provisions and human 
rights instruments, such as the Charter of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms, were also consulted.
Comparative legal frameworks and international best practices were reviewed from jurisdictions including the United Kingdom (Children 
and Families Act), New South Wales (Adoption Act and Child Protection Amendment Act), South Africa (Children’s Act), Bermuda, Nor-
way, and New Zealand. These comparisons informed analysis of legislative gaps and opportunities for reform in Jamaica.
Relevant policy documents were also examined, including Vision 2030 Jamaica, the Sexual and Reproductive Health Policy (2023), the 
Cabinet Submission on Surrogacy (2022), CPFSA’s Adoption Services Programmatic Review (2020), the First Supplementary Estimates 
2024/2025, and Public Sector Consolidated Estimates of Expenditure (2022/23 and 2023/24).

Documentary Review and Literature Base

The research drew on a broad literature base including peer-reviewed studies, grey literature, process evaluations, international agency 
reports, and Jamaican government publications. Foundational literature in child development, attachment theory, and adoption outcomes 
was used to build the evidence base for permanency. Particular emphasis was placed on cross-jurisdictional reviews (e.g., Selwyn & Quinton 
2004; Thomas 2013; Palacios et al. 2019) and Caribbean-based findings, including those from Trinidad and the eastern Caribbean.
Documents reviewed included the Fix the Village (CAPRI, 2021), Evaluation of the Child Protection System in Jamaica (UNICEF, 2022), 
the CDA Adoption Process Mapping (Chambers, 2016), and unpublished sources such as the Jamaicans for Justice Review of the Law Gov-
erning Adoption in Jamaica (2019). Additional insights were drawn from historical reports like the CDA Annual Report (2007), relevant 
media articles, and judicial commentary. Academic literature addressing post-adoption adjustment, open adoption, birthmother grief, and 
the effects of household instability were also reviewed.

Data

There is little publicly available data on adoption in Jamaica. Official figures such as those occasionally reported in the media when a minis-
ter announces the number of adoptions completed in a given year are typically provided by the state agency responsible for adoptions. These 
aggregate numbers usually conflate kinship and non-kinship cases, which are vastly different phenomena, and do not distinguish among the 
various types of adoption. This absence of disaggregation limits any proper understanding of how the adoption system actually functions.

Some of the quantitative data used in this report were sourced from a member of the Adoption Board who, over several years, has cleaned 
and organised information from the anonymised case summaries presented to the Board’s Case Committee for its monthly deliberations. 
The analysis draws on several samples of these cleaned cases, covering the period 2012 to early 2025, for which data were disaggregated and 
available at the time of writing. The applications that were the sources of the data reflect the typical distribution of adoption types processed 
during this period and therefore provide an indicative picture of prevailing trends, patterns, and dynamics in Jamaica’s adoption landscape. 
Where relevant, details of the sample from which specific data are drawn is noted in the corresponding footnote.

Comparative and International Context 
Comparative materials from Australia, the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and South Africa were reviewed to identify legis-
lative innovations, institutional arrangements, and alternative adoption practices. Reports on intercountry adoption trends, putative father 
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registries, and concurrent planning informed the examination of specific policy features not present in Jamaica’s framework.

Key Informant Engagement

A member of the Adoption Board Case Committee was interviewed about administrative challenges, procedural constraints, and 
trends observed from case reviews. That input and their review of the draft report provided further insight that complemented and 
buttressed the extant legal and policy analysis. No identifying information about children, families, or cases was disclosed and so none 
was included in the report.

Limitations

There is no publicly available national dataset on the adoption process or outcomes in Jamaica. The most recent CPFSA annual report 
available is from 2017. As such, this report relied on a combination of published reports, media sources, court judgments, and unoffi-
cial statistics. International benchmarks and empirical data were cautiously used to frame analysis, with appropriate caveats regarding 
their applicability to the Jamaican context.
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