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Executive Summary

for

Adoption and Foster Care E-Recruitment Websites

The Division of Youth and Family Services (DYFS) is New Jersey's child welfare agency serving families whose children have been exposed to abuse and neglect.  In 2000 DYFS created and launched two integrated websites that promote the need to find foster and adoptive homes for children in New Jersey.  These websites (www.njadopt.org and www.njfostercare.org) are now a major source of recruitment activity and information sharing for the citizens of the State of New Jersey.

The two websites provide a wealth of information about the foster care and adoption program as well as the necessary steps to apply to become a foster care or adoptive parent applicant.  The adoption site contains pictures, descriptions and videos of over 80 children that need adoptive homes.  The foster care website contains narratives and quotes from foster parents as well as a fictitious foster child to give viewers a better understanding of the rewards of becoming a foster parent.

The websites have improved New Jersey's ability to recruit foster and adoptive parents and have resulted in an increase of approved foster and adoptive homes.

Description of Project:

The Department of Human Services (DHS) is one of the largest departments in New Jersey State Government, comprising one-quarter of the state's workforce and budget. DHS provides services through six divisions, the Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired, an Office of Education and the State Office on Disability Services.

The Division of Youth and Family Services (DYFS) is New Jersey’s child welfare agency serving families whose children have been exposed to abuse and neglect. Efforts are made to resolve problems in the home, so that children can grow up safely with their birth families. When this is not possible, foster care and adoption often become the plan for the children. The Division is the largest adoption agency in New Jersey, with six Adoption Resource Centers (ARCs) serving the state. Each year, the Division places over 4,700 children in out-of-home settings, including adoptive homes.  The Division finalizes adoptions for over 800 children annually.

In 2000 DYFS created and launched two integrated websites that promote the need to find foster and adoptive homes for children in New Jersey. These websites, (www.njadopt.org and www.njfostercare.org ) are now a major source of recruitment activity and information sharing for the citizens of the State of New Jersey.

The NJADOPT.org website contains photos and a brief description of children who are legally free and awaiting adoptive home placement.  Approximately 50% of the children now have streaming videos that can be downloaded to show the child being interviewed by a caseworker.  The descriptions of the children also contain hyperlinks to definitions for terms that describe certain conditions or behaviors of the child.  This assists individuals to determine if they can consider caring for a child with the indicated behaviors or conditions.

The NJADOPT.org website also contains a special section for a “featured child”, a legally free child where additional recruitment activities are needed due to the child’s age or conditions.  This section contains videos and a number of photos of the child as well as scanned examples of artwork that the child has created to give visitors to the site a better idea of the unique qualities that the child offers to a family considering adoption.

The NJADOPT.org site also contains a step by step description of the adoption process as well as various FAQ’s about adoption and the adoption subsidy program. The DYFS also partnered with The State University (Rutgers) School of Social Work to prepare a number of articles for the website designed to aid adoptive parents in understanding the many issues that affect children from the child welfare system. The topics include diagnosing and coping with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, attachment disorder and identity issues.  These documents are made available as Adobe PDF files for download.

Residents of NJ are also asked to participate in the State’s recruitment campaign for Adoptive homes by downloading two color recruitment posters that individuals can display at their place of work or other locations in the community.

Individuals interested in a particular child or requesting general information about adoption can fill out a web based form.  The results of the form submission are e-mailed to the NJ Foster and Adoptive Family Services agency who then contact the applicant within two business days. 

The New Jersey Foster Care Website became operational during November 2000.  The NJFOSTERCARE.org website is primarily a site to share information with NJ citizens about the need for foster parents as well as provide information about the foster parenting experience.  

Information on the website include narratives from the perspective of a foster parent as well as a fictionalized account by a foster child.  The site contains many quotes obtained from actual NJ Foster parents sharing with the reader their own positive experiences with foster parenting.  These quotes change on a timed interval on several pages throughout the site.  The narratives and quotes personalize the foster care experience in the hope that more individuals will take the necessary steps to initiate the foster parent approval process.  NJFOSTERCARE.org also contains audio files of Public Service announcements and campaigns that have been used at various times throughout the state.  

Inquires received from the site via a web form are electronically forwarded to The NJ Foster and Adoptive Family Services, who then contact the individual making the inquiry to invite them to an orientation session to learn more about foster care.

Significance to the Improvement of the Operation of Government

Prior to the development of these two websites, NJ primarily made use of targeted ad campaigns and newspaper advertisements to promote the need to find adoptive and foster homes for NJ’s children.  These campaigns were always time limited since they make use of traditional media like billboards, ads, and television commercials.  The websites have improved NJ’s recruitment efforts as they offer a permanent location for the State of NJ to publicize the continuing need for citizens to step forward and assume child care and parenting roles for children that have suffered from child abuse and neglect.   

The websites also allow the State to publish on an as needed basis updates to the public on changes in the Foster Care or Adoption programs.  An example of this improved operation of government includes the need for the adoption program to publish a  “Profiles of Waiting Children” portfolio on a three-times-a-year basis.  This publication contains pictures and descriptions of the children that are legally free and available for adoption through DYFS at the time of the publication.  This publication is mailed out to various local and national churches and community organizations and was the Division’s primary method of sharing information about children that need adoptive homes with NJ and out-of-state residents.  This portfolio is often outdated within a week of publication as new children regularly become legally free that require recruitment activities for adoptive homes.  Children in the portfolio also find successful adoption placements and need to be excluded from the portfolio prior to the next publication date.  The Adoption website now permits the State to save months of time in publicizing the need for an adoptive home for children as soon as they become legally free rather then waiting for the next publication of the “Profiles of Waiting Children”.  

The websites also provide a new means of sharing information on foster care and adoption services immediately with NJ citizens as well as with individuals interested in adoption from other parts of the country.  Children who are legally free for adoption in New Jersey may be adopted by qualified individuals from other states. The websites have increased the exposure of NJ’s waiting children to residents of other states and has resulted in adoptions by caretakers residing in states other then New Jersey.

Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state:

Information about New Jersey's adoption and foster care services is now available nationally - even internationally -- 24 hours a day, 365 days a year.  Much of the information provided on the site was once only available by speaking to a State employee during regular working hours.   State employees and private agencies now direct citizens to the site as it is identified as the definitive source of information about the adoption and foster care approval process.  In addition, the adoption site is now one of the primary methods for recruitment activities for legally free children in need of adoptive homes.  Making videos available of children that need adoptive homes has made a significant impact by allowing prospective adoptive parents a first hand glimpse into the lives of children that need parents of their own.  Making use of the adoption and foster care domain names has permitted the state to permanently associate web locations with various media campaigns.   

The Division currently monitors the number of visitors to both sites as well as the number of individuals that specifically request information via a web form on each program.  The adoption and foster care websites are viewed by hundreds of individuals on a daily basis.  Annually, the state receives over 500 written inquires from NJ citizens on the adoption website requesting to be contacted about the adoption program or expressing specific interest in a particular child.  The State also receives over 200 inquiries on an annual basis via the web form requesting information on a specific child from individuals that live outside of the State of NJ.  The Foster Care website receives over one hundred visitors per day and approximately 60 written inquiries via a site web form per month.

On average, approximately one in ten of the families who inquire about adoption or foster care through the websites become approved to be foster or adoptive parents.  This means that the two new integrated sites will result in over one hundred approved foster or adoptive homes during its first full year of operations.  

The adoption site has featured numerous hard to place children for whom the state has searched for several years for an adoptive parent.  A child was recently placed in the state of New York as a result of the family learning about him from the website.  This child had been one of the agency's “most difficult” children to place and recruit for due to conditions requiring close parental supervision: a diagnosis of autism, severe delays in speech and social skills, and a neurological impairment.  A nine-year-old boy was recently placed for adoption with a family that learned about him from the adoption website.  This child suffers from mental retardation and was eventually placed with a loving family from Wisconsin.  An eight-year-old with serious psychiatric problems who had been recently hospitalized was recently placed for adoption with a family from Pennsylvania.  All of these children found permanent homes as a result of the adoption website.

Return on Investment, Short Term/Long Term Payback

Approximately $75,000 was spent on developing the integrated adoption and foster care websites.  Private web developers worked with state staff to design and develop the sites.  The sites are now maintained exclusively by state staff so the yearly cost for continued support and development of the sites is much lower then the costs associated with their development.  State staff developed the expertise to create, edit and publish the videos available for many of the children on the adoption website and have created all of the video clips presently on the site.  The site is hosted and backed up on State owned and operated servers.  

Although the State Division of Youth and Family Services is still developing methods to track the return on investments for both of these sites, several children have found adoptive homes as a result of being featured on the adoption websites by families that reside outside of the State of NJ.  In all probability, these families would not have come in contact with these children if they were not featured on the website.

Both websites provide a cost effective method to educate NJ citizens as well as out of state residents about the NJ adoption and foster care programs.  Both sites will continue to be expanded to improve service delivery to these populations.  Plans are currently underway to provide additional educational material about the foster parent and adoption parenting experience as well as additional information on the possible medical and emotional needs of foster and adoptive children.  
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