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Abstract 

Adult adoptees (n = 100) and non-adoptees (n = 100) were compared with regard to self-

esteem, identity processing style, and parental bonding.  While some differences were found 

with regard to self-esteem, maternal care, and maternal overprotection, these differences were 

qualified by reunion status such that only reunited adoptees differed significantly from non-

adoptees.  Moreover, hierarchical regression analyses indicated that parental bonding and 

identity processing style were more important than adoptive status per se in predicting self-

esteem.  Implications for practitioners who work with adoptees are discussed.   

Keywords: adoptees, reunion, bonding, counselling, identity, self-esteem. 
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Parental Bonding and Identity Style as Correlates of Self-Esteem Among Adult Adoptees and 

Non-Adoptees 

The development of a healthy self-esteem is an important indicator of psychological 

adjustment, with self-esteem being related to numerous emotional, cognitive, and behavioral 

variables (Leary & MacDonald, 2003).  Compared with those who have low self-esteem, 

people with high self-esteem tend to be less anxious and depressed (Battle, Jarratt, Smit, & 

Precht, 1988), less likely to use illicit drugs (Taylor & Del Pilar, 1992), more socially skilled 

(Buhrmester, Furman, Wittenberg, & Reis, 1988), and more likely to have a secure 

attachment style (Meyers, 1998).  A related concept, namely the establishment of a well-

integrated identity, is also indicative of optimal psychological functioning (Waterman, 1992).  

Indeed for Erikson (1980), self-esteem and identity development were inextricably linked.  He 

argued that “self-esteem, confirmed at the end of each major crisis, grows to be a conviction 

that one is learning effective steps toward a tangible future, that one is developing a defined 

personality within a social reality which one understands” (pp. 94-95). 

While all individuals have to grapple with issues of self-esteem and identity 

throughout their lives, adoption has sometimes been conceptualized as a risk factor that 

undermines healthy development in these areas.  For example, adoptees often score lower 

than non-adoptees on self-esteem (Levy-Shiff, 2001), and numerous authors have argued that 

the process of identity development is longer and more complex for adoptees (Grotevant, 

1997b; Hoopes, 1990).  Not only do adoptees have to come to terms with their emerging 

sense of self in the context of the family and culture into which they have been adopted 

(Grotevant, 1997a), but those who reunite with one or more birth relatives have the added task 

of integrating their biological and adoptive identities.  Thus, in any study investigating self-

esteem and identity development in adoptees, it would seem important to also include family 

variables and reunion data.  We have done so in the current study by including parental 

bonding and reunion status as two of the variables of interest. 
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The current study has three main aims.  First, we investigated the relationship between 

adoptive status and three psychosocial variables (i.e., self-esteem, identity processing style, 

and parental bonding) in a sample of adult adoptees and non-adoptees.  In order to investigate 

the possible effects of reunion status, our second aim was to compare subgroups of adoptees 

(i.e., reunited and non-reunited) with non-adoptees on the dependent variables.  Our third aim 

was to explore the relative contributions of adoptive status, identity processing style, and 

parental bonding to self-esteem.  Thus, it should be possible to determine whether adoptive 

status is a risk factor for the development of poor self-esteem.   

Before reviewing the literature regarding self-esteem, parental bonding, and identity 

style, we will briefly address issues pertaining to adoption research and the predominance of 

deficit approaches based on between-group comparison designs.  A review of the main 

variables, along with specific hypotheses related to our main aims, will then follow.  

Adoption Research, Deficit Approaches, and Between-Group Designs 

 Much of the empirical literature aimed at understanding the implications of childhood 

adoption for later psychological functioning tends to be based on simple comparisons between    

adoptees and non-adoptees on various psychosocial indicators. Unfortunately, between-group 

comparisons can be problematic in that they reflect a deficit approach to the study of 

adoption. The hallmark of such an approach typically involves the comparison of diverse 

family types (such as adoptive families or stepfamilies) against the “benchmark” nuclear 

family (i.e. heterosexual, married nuclear households with biological children) (Scanzoni, 

Polonko, Teachman, and Thomposn (1989).   Researchers areas of family scholarship 

characterized by diverse family structures have noted the problems inherent in such an 

approach.  In the divorce literature, for example, research comparing intact families with 

families that have experienced a divorce assume that (a) the two groups differ only in terms of 

the divorce, with differences within groups being relatively trivial, and (b) that the effects of 

divorce are relatively stable across time (Stewart, Copeland, Chester, Malley, & Barenbaum, 
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1997).  Indeed, “deficit-based research provides only a piece of the big picture ... and ignores 

the multiple realities of family life ...” (Arditti, 1999, p. 43).  Similar concerns could be 

applied to much of the adoption literature, in that  adoptive status per se is conceptualised as 

the risk factor, without taking into account the array of family and contextual factors that 

influence positive and negative outcomes for adoptees.  While some comparisons of adoptees 

and non-adoptees are made in the current study, we hope to overcome some of the problems 

of the deficit approach by also considering within-group differences in the adoptee sample, 

and investigating the relative contributions of adoptive status and the various psychosocial 

measures to self-esteem.  This process will be explained further in the following sections. 

Self-Esteem and Parental Bonding 

Given the weaknesses of a deficit approach, it is not surprising that comparisons of 

adoptees and non-adoptees have often produced mixed results.  Specifically, variability in 

measurement has made interpretation of research findings pertaining to psychological 

outcomes such as self-esteem difficult.  Adoptees typically score lower on global measures of 

self-esteem (e.g., Levy-Shiff, 2001).  When multidimensional measures are used, adoptees 

score lower on some domains, but not others (e.g., Kelly, Towner-Thyrum, Rigby, & Martin, 

1998).  As the present study used a global measure, we expected lower self-esteem scores for 

the adoptees.  

Additionally, direct comparisons of adoptees and non-adoptees are complicated by the 

fact that adoptees are not an homogenous group, with more variability on various 

psychosocial outcomes often being found among adoptees than non-adoptees (Borders, 

Penny, & Portnoy, 2000).  Reunion status (i.e., whether or not the adoptee has been reunited 

with one or more birth relatives) is one variable that may affect psychosocial outcomes for 

adoptees.  When single-item measures are used, there is evidence that an adoptee’s self-

esteem may improve following a reunion (Campbell, Silverman, & Patti, 1991; Pacheco & 

Eme, 1993).  Aumend and Barrett (1983) also found a trend for post-reunion searchers to 
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have higher self-esteem than those who were currently searching for birth relatives, although 

differences between pre- and post-reunion searchers were not significant on most subscales of 

the Tennessee Self-Concept Scale.  In the current study, we expected that reunited adoptees 

would report higher self-esteem than non-reunited adoptees.  

There is also some evidence that a well-functioning adoptive family can act as a buffer 

against negative psychological outcomes for adopted people.  Kelly et al. (1998) found that 

adoptees whose families encouraged open and direct communication and demonstrated a high 

level of clarity and structure were less likely to rate themselves negatively in terms of self-

control or moral self-approval (i.e., two subscales of the Multi-Dimensional Self-Esteem 

Inventory).  Using hierarchical regression analysis, Levy-Shiff (2001) found that only 4% of 

the variance in self-concept was explained by adoption status, while family environment 

variables explained a further 27% of the variance.  For both the adopted and non-adopted 

groups, a more positive self-concept was associated with supportive and cohesive family 

relations in which the family permitted personal growth.  Because the studies by Kelly et al. 

(1998) and Levy-Shiff (2001) looked at the family as a whole (i.e., family environment), the 

actual contribution of the adoptive parents to their child’s well-being is not clear.  Parker, 

Tupling, and Brown (1979) proposed that parent-child bonds are affected by characteristics of 

the child, the parents, and the reciprocal relationship between the child and the parents.  They 

developed the Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI) to tap the contribution of the parents to this 

bond, particularly with regard to caring and nurturing behaviors and overprotective or 

controlling behaviors.   

To our knowledge, no published study has compared adoptees and non-adoptees on 

the dimensions of the PBI.  However, Sharma, McGue, and Benson (1996) compared 

adolescent adoptees and non-adoptees on two measures theoretically similar to the care 

dimension of the PBI.  They found that adoptees scored lower than non-adoptees on parental 

nurturance and parental involvement, though the effect sizes were small. Thus, we expected 
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our non-adoptee sample to score higher than the adoptees on the parental care measure of the 

PBI.   

Since self-esteem is an important outcome variable for psychosocial adjustment in 

both adopted and non-adopted populations, we were also interested in the extent to which 

family variables (i.e., adoptive status and parental bonding) could predict self-esteem.  In a 

study of non-adopted Australian school children, Herz and Gullone (1999) found that self-

esteem was positively correlated with mother and father care and negatively correlated with 

mother and father overprotection for those with Anglo and those with Vietnamese cultural 

backgrounds.  Research among adoptees has also shown a link between family or parenting 

variables and self-esteem.  For example, Yoon (2001) developed a path model for predicting 

psychological adjustment of Korean-born adolescents who had been adopted by parents in the 

United States.  Yoon found that positive parent-child relationships, including parental warmth 

and positive parent-child communication, predicted psychological adjustment (i.e., personal 

self-esteem, positive well-being, and less distress).  We had earlier noted findings by Kelly et 

al. (1998) and Levy-Shiff (2001) indicating that family environment is a predictor of self-

esteem.  In view of findings with both adopted and non-adopted samples, we expected that 

positive parenting (i.e., higher parental care and lower parental overprotection) would 

significantly predict self-esteem.  On the basis of Levy-Shiff’s (2001) findings, however, we 

also expected the parental variables to explain a greater proportion of the variance in self-

esteem than adoptive status alone. 

Identity Processing Style   

While all individuals have to deal with identity issues at some stage in their lives, it 

was noted earlier that the process of identity development may be longer and more complex 

for adoptees (Grotevant, 1997b; Hoopes, 1990).  Although much has been written about 

identity in regard to adoption, little is still known about the actual process that adoptees go 

through in establishing a coherent identity.    
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Following on from Erikson’s work, Marcia (1967) developed an identity-status 

paradigm that considered dimensions of crisis (i.e., times when “the individual seems to be 

actively involved in choosing among alternative occupations and beliefs”) and commitment 

(i.e., the degree of personal investment the individual expresses in an occupation or belief”) 

(p. 119).  “Crisis” was later termed “self-exploration” (Berzonsky & Adams, 1999).  By 

considering whether individuals were currently involved in an identity crisis/self-exploration 

or not, and whether they were high or low in commitment, they could be classified into one of 

four identity statuses: “(1) Achievement (commitment present following a period of self-

exploration), (2) Moratorium (commitment absent, self-exploration ongoing), (3) Foreclosure 

(commitment present with little or no personal self-exploration having occurred), and (4) 

Diffusion (commitment and self-exploration currently absent)” (Berzonsky & Adams, 1999, 

p. 558). 

Although Marcia (1967) acknowledged that the achievement of ego identity is not a 

once-and-for-all phenomenon, his model implies that identity is an outcome variable 

(Berzonsky, 1989).  Other theorists have argued that identity might be better conceptualized 

as a process that is ongoing and dynamic rather than an outcome or fixed end point (e.g., 

Grotevant, 1997b).  Such a conceptualization would seem to be particularly relevant for 

adoptees, as they experience an ongoing process of integrating their adoptive and biological 

identities.  Search and reunion experiences may further complicate and prolong such efforts.  

While not specifically related to adoption, Berzonsky (1989) developed a process-

oriented conceptualization of identity based on Marcia’s model, the assumption being that 

individuals classified into the four status types identified by Marcia may have different 

identity processing styles in terms of the way in which they prefer to deal with identity issues. 

Those who use an Information Orientation “actively seek out, process, and evaluate relevant 

information before making decisions" (Berzonsky, 1989, p. 269) and are willing to modify 

their self-views when faced with discrepant feedback (Nurmi, Berzonsky, Tammi, & Kinney, 
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1997).  Individuals who prefer a Normative Orientation tend to be more concerned with 

conforming to the standards or norms held by referent groups or significant others such as 

parents (Berzonsky & Sullivan, 1992).  A Diffuse Orientation is characterised by 

procrastination and an inability to face up to problems and decisions (Berzonsky, 1989).  

Because commitment was confounded with processing orientation in Marcia’s original 

identity status classifications, Berzonsky (1992a) included a separate measure of commitment 

in his Identity Style Inventory.  As commitment is more of an outcome or end point than a 

process, it was not as relevant for the current study.  Consequently, we will focus on the three 

identity processing styles in the remainder of this paper. 

Intuitively, it might seem that an information processing style would be more adaptive 

than a normative style.  However, whether a normative style is adaptive or not may depend on 

the context.  Berzonsky (1989) noted the possibility that those who initially use an 

informational style may adopt a more normative style once decisions have been made.  

Foreclosure to normative choices may also be a viable option in stable, tradition-oriented 

settings (Berzonsky & Adams, 1999).  A diffusive orientation, however, is almost always 

associated with more maladaptive ways of thinking and behaving (e.g., Berzonsky & Ferrari, 

1996).  To our knowledge, no published study has investigated adoptees’ use of these identity 

processing styles, and our aim here was to simply explore whether adoptees and non-

adoptees, or indeed different groups of adoptees, differed in their identity processing styles.  

Since adoptees who have experienced a reunion are more likely to have actively searched for 

birth relatives than those who have not had reunions, it may be that the reunited adoptees will 

be more likely to endorse an information processing style than the non-reunited adoptees.  In 

view of the lack of previous research in this area, however, this prediction remains tentative. 

Since self-esteem and identity are inextricably linked (cf. Erikson, 1980), we were also 

interested in the extent to which identity processing styles might predict self-esteem.  Nurmi, 

Berzonsky, Tammi, and Kinney (1997) found that the informational and normative styles both 
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made unique contributions to the prediction of self-esteem among samples of American and 

Finnish college students.  We expected similar results for our sample. 

Summary and Hypotheses 

 Although a number of researchers have investigated links between self-esteem and 

family variables in adopted and non-adopted populations, we are unaware of any published 

studies that have specifically considered these variables in relation to identity processing 

styles within an adopted population.  Such research is important in view of previous 

suggestions that the process of identity development is longer and more complex for adoptees.  

Thus, the current study addresses three main aims. 

 First, we investigated the relationship between adoptive status and the psychosocial 

variables of self-esteem, parental bonding, and identity processing styles.  It was predicted 

that adoptees would report lower self-esteem and parental care than the non-adoptees.  Due to 

a lack of previous research, firm predictions could not be made regarding the relationship 

between adoptive status and the overprotection or identity style measures. 

 Second, we investigated the possible effects of reunion status by comparing reunited 

adoptees, non-reunited adoptees, and non-adoptees on the psychosocial variables.  We 

expected that the reunited adoptees would report higher self-esteem than the non-reunited 

adoptees.  It was also tentatively hypothesized that reunited adoptees may be more likely to 

report a preference for an information processing style. 

 Finally, we explored the relative contributions of adoptive status, parental bonding, 

and identity processing style to self-esteem.  It was expected that positive parenting (i.e., 

higher parental care and lower parental overprotection) would predict self-esteem.  In view of 

Levy-Shiff’s (2001) findings, however, it was predicted that the parental variables would 

explain a greater proportion of the variance in self-esteem than adoptive status alone.  In view 

of Nurmi et al.’s (1997) findings, it was also expected that the informational and normative 

styles would both make unique contributions to the prediction of self-esteem. 
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Method 

Participants 

 Adult adoptees and non-adoptees were recruited from various sources including 

stories in the print and electronic media, an internet forum, an adoption conference, a 

newsletter for an adoption support group, an introductory psychology class, and networks 

available to the researchers.  Most of the adoptee sample was collected first.  We then 

continued to recruit non-adoptees until the two samples had approximately equal numbers of 

participants.  This was done in stages, with checks being made on the demographic 

characteristics of the two groups throughout the recruitment process to ensure comparability.  

For example, if the adoptee sample included some female administrative workers in their 20s, 

we tried to recruit similar participants for the non-adoptee sample.  Data from a few 

participants were discarded because they either did not meet the selection criteria (e.g., under 

18) or had too much missing data, thus leaving a final sample of 100 adoptees and 100 non-

adoptees. 

All participants were Australian residents, with the vast majority being Anglo-

Australians.  There were 66 female and 34 male adoptees, ranging in age from 18 to 70 with a 

mean age of 38.10 years.  The non-adopted participants comprised 68 females and 32 males, 

ranging in age from 18 to 74 with a mean age of 37.89 years.   In the adopted group, 50% of 

the participants were married and 26% had never married; while the non-adopted group 

included 59% married and 24% never married.  While most participants were employed (65% 

for adoptees and 69% for non-adoptees), the sample also included homemakers, students, 

unemployed, and retired people.   Employed participants were assigned a rating based on 

Daniel’s (1983) prestige scale.  On this scale, occupations are assigned a value from 1 to 7, 

with lower scores indicating higher prestige.  Prestige scores in the current sample ranged 

from 2.1 to 6.0, with means of 4.31 and 4.30 for adoptees and non-adoptees respectively.  All 

adoptees had been adopted before the age of six years, with 83% being adopted within the 
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first six months and 95% being adopted within the first two years.  All non-adoptees had lived 

with both biological parents until at least the age of 16.   

  Participation was voluntary.  The few psychology students who took part in the study 

were given 1% credit towards their introductory psychology course.  All other participants 

were given the option of entering a draw for cash prizes. 

Measures 

 Participants completed a demographic questionnaire, the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

(Rosenberg, 1989), a slightly modified version of the Identity Style Inventory (ISI3; 

Berzonsky, 1992b), and the Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI; Parker et al., 1979).  Some 

open-ended comments were also gathered; however these was not analyzed further for the 

current study.   

 Self-esteem.  The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) consists of 10 items, with half 

being reverse-scored.  Each item is rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly 

agree).  The scale is unidimensional and internally consistent (Robins, Hendin, & 

Trzesniewski, 2001), with relatively high test-retest reliability and good evidence of 

convergent and discriminant validity (see Blascovich & Tomaka, 1991).   

Identity style.  A slightly modified version of the third Identity Style Inventory (ISI3; 

Berzonsky, 1992b) was used in the current study.  The ISI3 consists of 40 items that are rated 

on a 5-point scale from 1 (not at all like me) to 5 (very much like me).  The Commitment and 

Diffuse Orientation subscales both contain 10 items, the Information Orientation subscale 

contains 11 items, and the Normative Orientation subscale contains 9 items.    As noted 

earlier, the three identity processing styles were of prime interest in the current study.  

Therefore, the commitment scale was not considered further.  Berzonsky (1997) has reported 

alpha coefficients ranging from .64 to .76 for the three identity processing styles, with test-

retest reliabilities over a two-week period ranging from .83 to .87. 
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 Parental bonding.  The Parental Bonding Instrument (Parker et al., 1979) consists of 

25 items that describe various parental attitudes and behaviors.  There are two subscales: a 12-

item care dimension and a 13-item overprotection dimension that is indicative of controlling 

behavior.  Each item is rated on a 4-point scale from 0 (very unlike) to 3 (very like), with 12 

items being reverse-scored.    Participants rate each item twice: once according to how they 

perceived their mother during their first 16 years and again for how they perceived their 

father.  Adoptees rated their adoptive parents and non-adoptees rated their biological parents.  

The PBI has good test-retest reliability (Wilhelm & Parker, 1990) and is internally consistent 

(Herz & Gullone, 1999). 

Procedure 

A questionnaire pack including an introductory letter, an informed consent form, the 

questionnaires, and a freepost envelope, were distributed to all participants.  A debriefing 

page that listed telephone numbers for further information and/or counseling services was also 

included.  Participants completed the consent form and questionnaires at their convenience 

and returned them in the freepost envelope.  Consent forms were then separated from the 

questionnaires so that participants’ responses remained anonymous and confidential.   

Results 

Data Screening and Preliminary Analyses 

Data screening revealed some missing data for eight of the participants. With one 

exception, these missing data involved occasional items from the PBI and means were 

substituted at the individual item level in these cases. Using Mahalanobis distance with p < 

.001, no multivariate outliers were identified.  We included gender as one of the independent 

variables in some of our initial analyses of variance.  There were no significant gender x 

family type interactions (all p’s > .05).  The only significant gender main effect occurred for 

father overprotection, indicating that females were more likely than males to report that their 

fathers were overprotective, F (1, 196) = 6.01, p < .05.  As males and females did not differ 
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significantly on the other seven variables, we pooled the data across gender for the remaining 

analyses.  SPSS for Windows (Ver. 12.0.1) was used for these analyses. 

Comparisons of Adoptees and Non-Adoptees 

Our first aim involved investigating the relationship between adoptive status and the 

other psychosocial variables (i.e., self-esteem, parental bonding, and identity processing 

style).  Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients were computed among the variables, 

with a dichotomous variable called adoptive status being created to distinguish between the 

adoptees (1) and non-adoptees (2).  The correlation matrix, descriptive statistics, and alpha 

coefficients for the various measures are shown in Table 1.  Internal consistency (Cronbach’s 

alpha) reliabilities were excellent for self-esteem (.89) and the four parental variables (.87 to 

.94).  While alpha coefficients for the three identity style variables were somewhat lower (.67 

to .77), they are comparable to those previously reported for the ISI3 (Berzonsky, 1997).  In 

interpreting these analyses, it should be remembered that parental care and overprotection 

refer to the family in which the participant was raised (i.e., adoptive parents for the adoptees 

and biological parents for the non-adoptees). 

Insert Table 1 about here 

Adoptive status was positively correlated with self-esteem (r = .21, p < .01), indicating 

that adoptees scored lower on this measure.  Adoptive status was also positively correlated 

with mother care (r = .19, p < .01) and negatively correlated with mother overprotection (r =  

-.18, p < .01), indicating that the non-adoptees tended to report higher levels of mother care 

and lower levels of mother overprotection.  Using the formulae described in Cohen (1988) for 

translating effect sizes from a correlational metric to Cohen’s d, the latter being more 

frequently applied to analysis of intergroup differences, these correlations reflect small to 

medium range effect sizes. 

Although the correlational analyses indicated that adoptees reported higher mother 

overprotection and lower self-esteem and mother care than the non-adoptees, we noted earlier 
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the limitations of simply comparing adoptees and non-adoptees.  In view of findings that 

adoptees are not an homogenous group (Borders et al., 2000), our second aim was to compare 

non-adoptees with two subgroups of adoptees (i.e., those who had been reunited with birth 

relatives and those who had not).  While 50 participants had met their birthmothers, only 19 

had met their birthfathers.  Because all of those who had met their birthfathers had also met 

their birthmothers, reunited individuals were defined as those who had met their birthmothers.  

A oneway multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted, with the 

independent variable being family type (i.e., non-adoptee, reunited adoptee, non-reunited 

adoptee) and the dependent variables being self-esteem and the parental bonding and identity 

style variables.  Two adoptees who had had some contact with their birthmothers through 

letters or phone calls, but had not had face-to-face reunions, were excluded from these 

analyses. 

Hotelling’s Trace for the overall F test was significant, F (16, 374) = 1.78, p < .05. 

Results for the subsequent univariate analyses are shown in Table 2.   

Insert Table 2 about here 

As shown in Table 2, significant differences at or above the .01 level were found among 

groups on the variables of self-esteem, maternal care, and maternal overprotection.  Effect 

sizes were calculated from the MANOVA results using partial Eta-squared (Cohen, 1988) and 

then translated into Cohen’s d.  All three effect sizes were in the medium range.  Posthoc 

Tukey tests indicated that reunited adoptees had lower self-esteem than either of the other two 

groups.  Non-reunited adoptees did not differ significantly from non-adoptees in terms of self-

esteem.  Moreover, reunited adoptees reported significantly less maternal care and more 

maternal overprotection than non-adoptees.  Non-reunited adoptees did not differ significantly 

from either of the other two groups on these variables.  Although the univariate main effect 

for the normative processing style was significant at the .05 level, a posthoc Tukey test 
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indicated that the three groups did not differ significantly on that variable.  Indeed, the three 

groups did not differ significantly from one another on any of the identity processing styles. 

Hierarchical Regression Analyses: The Relative Contributions of Adoptive Status, Parental 

Bonding, and Identity Style to Self-Esteem 

Our third aim was to explore the relative contributions of adoptive status, parental 

bonding, and identity style to self-esteem. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses were 

employed so that we could ascertain whether adoptive status per se was a risk factor that 

could hinder the development of healthy self-esteem.  Adoptive status was added at the first 

step, followed by the four parental bonding variables at the second step, and the three identity 

processing variables at the third step.  As shown in Table 3, each set of variables made a 

unique contribution to the prediction of self-esteem.  Adoptive status explained 4.6% of the 

variance in self-esteem when entered at Step 1.  The parental bonding variables explained a 

further 10.1% of the variance when added at Step 2, and the identity style variables explained 

a further 9.4% when added at Step 3.  In the full model, adoptive status (β = .15, t = 2.29, p < 

.05), normative identity style (β = .25, t = 3.55, p < .001), and diffuse identity style (β = -.26, t 

= -3.83, p < .001) were significant predictors of self-esteem.  Specifically, non-adoptees and 

those with a normative identity processing style were more likely to report higher self-esteem, 

while those with a diffuse identity processing style were more likely to report a lower self-

esteem.  According to Cohen (1988), the R² of .24 for the full model would equate to a 

medium effect size.   

Discussion 

The first aim of the study was to investigate the relationship between adoptive status 

and the psychosocial variables of  self-esteem, parental bonding, and identity processing style.  

A second aim was to examine the possible effects of reunion by comparing reunited adoptees, 

non-reunited adoptees, and non-adoptees on the psychosocial variables.  As predicted, 

adoptees reported lower self-esteem and lower maternal care than non-adoptees, though there 
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were no differences with regard to paternal care.  Adoptees also reported higher levels of 

maternal overprotection.  However, these findings were qualified by reunion status.  Contrary 

to predictions, reunited adoptees reported lower self-esteem than both the non-reunited 

adoptees and the non-adoptees.  Reunited adoptees also reported lower maternal care and 

higher maternal overprotection than the non-adoptees, though the non-reunited adoptees did 

not differ significantly from either group. There are at least two possible explanations for 

these findings.  First, reunions adversely affect adoptees’ self-esteem and also cause them to 

re-evaluate their relationship with their adoptive mothers in a less favorable light.  However, 

this explanation is not consistent with adoptees’ reports that reunions generally enhance their 

self-esteem (Campbell et al., 1991; Pacheco & Eme, 1993).  A more likely explanation is that 

those adoptees with lower self-esteem who perceived their adoptive mothers as less caring 

and more overprotective were more motivated to search for, and subsequently find, their 

birthmothers.  This explanation fits better with previous research on search status.  For 

example, Borders et al. (2000) found that searchers had lower self-esteem than either their 

non-adopted friends or a group of non-searchers.  Among non-searching adoptees, Sobol and 

Cardiff (1983) also found that those who planned to search for birthparents in the future gave 

their adoptive parents less favorable ratings than those who definitely did not intend to search.  

Among searchers, however, there seemed to be relatively equal instances of positive and 

negative adoptive family relationships.  Future research would benefit from longitudinal 

studies in which adoptees are tracked through their search and reunion experiences.  Then it 

would be possible to determine the direction of any changes in the adoptees’ self-esteem or 

evaluation of their adoptive parents following their reunions.   

Also contrary to predictions, the reunited adoptees did not report a greater use of an 

information processing style than the non-reunited adoptees.  Indeed, adoptive status was not 

significantly correlated with any of the identity styles; nor did reunited adoptees, non-reunited 

adoptees, and non-adoptees differ significantly on any of the identity style measures.  As 
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reunited adoptees had completed their own search, or been found by birth relatives, it is 

possible that an information processing style was no longer as relevant for them.  Indeed, 

Berzonsky (1989) argued that those who initially use an informational style may utilize a 

more normative style once decisions have been made.  Future research could investigate this 

possibility further by focusing on identity processing styles within groups of adoptees who are 

currently searching for birth relatives and those who are not.  Again, longitudinal research 

would be useful in tracking possible changes in identity style throughout the search and 

reunion process. 

 The third aim was to determine the extent to which adoptive status, parental bonding, 

and identity processing style could be used to predict self-esteem.  It was hypothesized that 

positive parenting (i.e., higher care and lower overprotection) and the informational and 

normative identity styles would significantly predict self-esteem.  This hypothesis was 

partially supported.  Although the set of parental variables taken together made a unique 

contribution to the prediction of self-esteem, none of the individual parental variables made 

unique contributions.  The set of identity style variables taken together also made a unique 

contribution to the prediction of self-esteem, with higher scores on the normative style and 

lower scores on the diffuse style significantly predicting self-esteem.  In contrast to findings 

by Nurmi et al. (1997), the information style did not make a unique contribution to the 

prediction of self-esteem.  In keeping with the findings of Levy-Shiff (2001), it was also 

hypothesized that the parental bonding variables would explain more of the variance in self-

esteem than adoptive status alone.  This hypothesis was supported.  While adoptive status did 

make a unique contribution to the prediction of self-esteem, both the parental bonding 

variables and the identity processing styles explained more of the variance in self-esteem.  

Indeed, the normative and diffuse identity processing styles were the strongest predictors.  

The implications of this are discussed in a later section. 

Limitations 
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As volunteers were used in the current study, it is not clear how representative the 

participants were of adoptees and non-adoptees in the general population.  This is a difficult 

limitation to overcome, as the confidentiality of adoption records in Australia precludes 

random sampling.   However, the present study had advantages over some previous studies in 

that various avenues were used for recruitment of participants rather than just relying on 

single adoption agencies or support groups, and that adoptees and non-adoptees were 

comparable on various demographic variables.   

The applicability of the Identity Style Inventory to our sample needs further 

investigation.  Berzonsky (1989) used college students in the original scale development, and 

subsequent research with different versions of this scale has relied mostly on adolescent or 

college samples (e.g., Berzonsky, 1992a; Nurmi et al., 1997).   We modified some items so 

that they could apply to an older sample (e.g., by using “college/work” in place of “college”).  

However, given that our sample also included homemakers, unemployed, and retired people, 

some of the items may not have been as relevant.  Future studies could include identity 

domains that are more relevant for a broader community sample.  Grotevant (1992, p. 81) has 

also noted that researchers have “not systematically addressed adoptees’ identity as an 

adopted individual”, but rather have used measures that assess global identity or different 

aspects of identity.  Since both adopted and non-adopted individuals were compared in the 

current study, we used an identity measure that would be relevant to both groups.  However, 

in future research it would be beneficial to develop standardized questionnaires that 

adequately tap specific aspects of adoptive identity.   

Implications for Practitioners and Adoptive Families 

 Although we found some differences among adoptees and non-adoptees with regard to 

self-esteem, maternal care, and maternal overprotection, these differences were qualified by 

reunion status in that it was only the reunited adoptees who differed from the non-adoptees.  

This underscores the importance of appropriate counseling and support for adoptees 
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throughout the search and reunion process.  We suggested earlier that those adoptees who 

were already struggling with self-esteem issues or felt their adoptive mothers were less caring 

or more overprotective may have been more likely to search for, and subsequently meet, their 

birthmothers.  While this is not always the case (cf Müller & Perry, 2001), it may be prudent 

for counselors to help their adopted clients work through possible reunion scenarios and 

explore their reasons for searching.  Such counseling could help buffer those who may 

already be feeling vulnerable with regard to self-esteem and family issues from further 

disappointment.    

Findings from our regression analyses also suggest that the quality of parent-child 

relationships is more important than adoptive status per se in predicting self-esteem.  These 

findings seem to mesh well with other evidence that a well-functioning adoptive family may 

help buffer adoptees against poor self-esteem (Kelly et al., 1998; Levy-Shiff, 2001).  While 

adoptive status cannot be changed, family dynamics can be targeted in interventions aimed at 

preventing or at least alleviating negative psychosocial outcomes for adoptees.  In particular, 

interventions that strengthen adoptive family relations would seem helpful for all concerned.  

Pre- and post-adoption counseling may be useful for those adoptive parents who feel they 

need assistance in developing the skills necessary to effectively parent an adopted child.  

Adoptees who have experienced difficulties in their adoptive family relationships could also 

benefit from counseling that helps them to deal with any family issues that may be hindering 

them from moving on with their lives in the future.   

The identity style variables were also more important than adoptive status in 

predicting self-esteem, with higher normative scores and lower diffuse scores being 

associated with higher self-esteem.  Although such adaptive decision-making processes would 

be important for anyone grappling with identity issues, they may be especially relevant for 

adoptees faced with the identity challenges inherent in integrating their adoptive and 

biological worlds.  Indeed, it would be helpful for adoption counselors to better understand 
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how identity processing styles may affect an adoptee’s approach to search and reunion issues.  

A diffuse style may be counterproductive for an adoptee faced with such decisions.  Indeed, if 

adoptees do not actively decide whether or not to search for birth relatives, the decision may 

be taken out of their hands by a searching birthparent.  Since the diffuse style is typically 

associated with more maladaptive ways of thinking and behaving (Berzonsky & Ferrari, 

1996), the counselor could help diffuse individuals work through possible reasons for their 

preference for this style and teach skills for more adaptive decision-making.  In doing this, 

however, the client’s wishes must of course be respected.  Developing a more adaptive 

identity processing style does not mean that the adopted person will necessarily search for, or 

seek a reunion with, birth relatives.  However, he or she will be in a better position to make an 

active choice about whether or not to search. 

Our comparisons of adopted and non-adopted adults also showed more similarities 

than differences.  The two groups did not differ significantly on any of the identity style 

variables or paternal care or overprotection.  It is important for counselors and other service 

providers to remember that adoptees are not an homogenous group.  Each adoptee will have a 

different experience of growing up in an adoptive family and will have different reasons for 

either searching or not searching.  There will also be much variability in reunion outcomes.  

Counselors must be attuned to the unique narratives of each adoptee and be cautious about 

over-pathologizing (seeing adoption as the cause of every problem) or under-pathologizing 

(not recognizing a possible link between adoptive status and a client’s problems when such a 

link does exist) (Passmore, 2004).  As more longitudinal and qualitative studies are conducted 

in this area, it is hoped that service providers will gain information that will better equip them 

to assist all members of the adoption triangle. 
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Table 1 

Intercorrelations Among Family Type, Self-Esteem, Parental Bonding Variables, and Identity Style Variables (N = 200) 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Family type −         

2. Self-esteem .21** −        

3. Mother care .19** .30*** −       

4. Mother overprotection -.18** -.25*** -.58*** −      

5. Father care .08 .28*** .71*** -.45*** −     

6. Father overprotection -.11 -.28*** -.44*** .79*** -.51*** −    

7. Information orientation .08 .05 .05 .02 -.04 .10 −   

8. Normative orientation .09 .30*** .30*** -.22*** .33*** -.23*** .14 −  

9. Diffuse orientation -.07 -.25*** -.10 .05 -.06 .09 -.24*** .09 − 
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Table 1 

Continued 

 

M ---- 32.79 24.87 15.74 23.12 14.21 37.30 29.46 25.11 

SD ---- 5.31 9.58 8.91 9.59 7.85 6.09 6.00 7.05 

Range ----  18-40  3-36  1-39  1-36 0-37 17-52  15-45 12-43 

α ----  .89  .94  .90 .93 .87 .67 .68 .77 

 
Note.  For family type, 1 = adoptees and 2 = non-adoptees.   Potential score ranges for the psychosocial variables are as follows: Self-esteem (10-40), mother care and father 

care (0-36), mother overprotection and father overprotection (0-39), information orientation (11-55), normative orientation (9-45), and diffuse orientation (10-50). 

*p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001.  
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Table 2 

Univariate F Tests for Reunited Adoptees (Met), Non-Reunited Adoptees (Not met), and Non-

Adoptees 

 

Variable 

 Adoptees 

Met           Not met

       n = 50           n = 48 

Non-

Adoptees 

n = 100 

 

F 

 (2, 195) 

Self-Esteem M 

SD 

30.50a 

6.32 

32.96b 

5.06 

33.92b

4.44 

7.46*** 

Mother Care M 

SD 

21.30a

10.49 

25.10ab

9.95 

26.65b

8.20 

5.59** 

Mother Protect M 

SD 

18.73a

9.73 

15.74ab

8.92 

14.14b

7.93 

4.70** 

Father Care M 

SD 

21.37 

10.10 

23.17 

11.29 

23.89 

8.35 

1.15 

Father Protect M 

SD 

16.24 

7.92 

13.80 

7.59 

13.34 

7.78 

2.41 

Information M 

SD 

36.66 

6.55 

37.09 

5.78 

37.81 

6.04 

0.64 

Normative M 

SD 

27.54 

5.22 

30.10 

5.05 

29.98 

6.59 

3.30* 

Diffuse M 

SD 

26.12 

7.57 

24.69 

7.73 

24.65 

6.33 

0.81 

 
Note.  Potential scores ranges are as follows: Self-esteem (10-40), care (0-36), overprotection 

(0-39), information (11-55), normative (9-45), diffuse (10-50). 

aMeans with differing superscripts are significantly different from one another. 

*p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p <.001. 
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Table 3 

Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Self-Esteem (N = 200)  

 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Variable B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β 

Adoptive status   2.27  0.74  .21**  1.78  0.72 .17*      1.57 

 

 0.69  .15* 

Mother care    0.10  0.06 .18     0.07  0.06 .12 

Mother overprotection     0.05  0.07 .09      0.03  0.07  .05 

Father care    0.04 0.06 .07 0.02 0.05 .03 

Father overprotection     -0.14  0.08 -.21     -0.10  0.08  -.15 

Information orientation            -0.05  0.06  -.05 

Normative orientation            0.22  0.06  .25*** 

Diffuse orientation           -0.19  0.05 -.26*** 

R2

F for change in R2

.05 

9.54** 

.15 

5.74*** 

.24 

7.93*** 

Note: For adoptive status, 1 = adopted and 2 = non-adopted.  
*p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01.  ***p < .001. 
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