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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

Adoption is the process through which a child's rela-
tionship with her/his biological parents is terminated and
she/he is assimilated into a new family. In most adoptions
the original birth certificate is sealed; the new one con-
tains information only about the adoptive parents. There
is a growing controversy in this country concerning the
right of an adoptee to have access to the original birth
records. Biological parents are also advocating the right
to access the records. This study focuses on the opinions
and attitudes of the adoption triangle participants—--the
adoptee, the adoptive parent and the birth parent--regard-
ing this controversy. This chapter includes a discussion
of the problem, the purpose of the research, and the ra-
tionale for the study. The final sections contain a gen-
eral overview of the study, and describe the organization

of the chapters.



PROBLEM STATEMENT: ADOPTION AS A SOCIAL ISSUE

There is no ongoing data collection system for na-
tional adoption statistics. The most recent information
available from the federal government is based on data col-
lected from 1944 through 1975. These data indicate that
adoption reached its peak in 1970, with an estimated
175,000 adoptions. In 1975, the total number of adoptions
was estimated at 129,000 (Maza, 1984). It is believed that
the number of adoptions in subsequent years has remained
fairly constant (Maza, 1985, personal communication). Most
adoptions that occur are relative adoptions; it is esti-
mated that 63 percent of all adoptions are relative adop-
tions. Relative adoptions typically include adoption by
stepfathers and adoption of a child into the family of
another relative subsequent to the death of one or both
parents. Although relative adoptions are more prevalent
than nonrelative adoptions, most attention has focused on
children adopted by unrelated individuals. These children
are the ones who usually become involved with social ser-
vice agencies and for whom adoption requires severence
from and lack of knowledge about the biological family.

Current adoption policy, specifically the inaccessi-
bility of adoption records, is being challenged in all
arenas. There has been a dramatic increase in the number
of adoptees and birth parents who are searching for infor-

mation about their biological kin. The current search



movement is viewed by some as an outgrowth of the civil
rights movement of the 1950s and '60s (Feigelman and
Silverman, 1984; Dukette, 1984). In the 1970s, efforts to
extend civil rights to address children's liberties,
resulted in legal protections increasingly similar to those
available to adults (Burt, 1976). As society has begun to
accept the concept of children's rights, recognition of the
rights of the adopted person also has grown. Further, the
actions of various ethnic groups to achieve collective
identities has spawned interest in knowing genealogical
background. These factors have resulted in an environment
more conducive to searching for one's biological kin than
previously existed.

Legislative interest in the topic is evidenced by
the large number of bills dealing with adoption records.
From 1981 through 1983, state legislatures in 45 states and
the District of Columbia Council introduced such bills
(Harrington, 1984). The bills include proposals to open
adoption records, to maintain state registries for adult
adoptees and birth parents interested in reunions, and to
develop an intermediary system as a mechanism to obtain
medical and genetic information. The federal government
has also become.involved in the issue by including provi-
sions for open records and birth parent contact in the
Model Adoption Act legislation, developed in 1980. More

recently, a bill was introduced in the 98th Congress that



provides for a national voluntary reunion registry
(S. 2396, Adoption Identification Act of 1984).

The media has maintained an ongoing interest in the
area since the mid '70s. Journalists frequently report on
successful or unsuccessful searches, the reunions and the
position of the adoptive parent. The communications tech-
nology has even played a role in adoption searches; re-
unions have occurred as a result of individuals appearing
on TV talk shows or being interviewed in newspaper feature
stories. Advice columnists, certainly a barometer of pub-
lic interest, have contributed their thoughts on the con-
troversy. The effect of this attention has been to make
the adoption process more visible; the shroud of secrecy
enveloping adoption is being lifted. The visibility of the
adoption experience--the positions of adoptees, adoptive
parents and birth parents--has resulted in increased public
awareness and attention to the issue.

Increased public awareness of the issues surrounding
adoption records also has been facilitated by the growth
of activist organizations concerned with the rights of
adoption participants. Adoptee groups, such as Adoptees
Liberty Movement Association (ALMA) and Orphan Voyage, have
played a major role in bringing the search issue to public
attention and stimulating genealogical interest among
adoptees. Birth parents also have become organized; in the

mid 1970s Concerned United Birthparents (CUB) was formed as



a support system for individuals who had surrendered
children, and as a political movement to influence adoption
policy and practices. All these groups, along with other
local and national organizations, have voiced their con-
cerns in public and governmental forums.

Social service agencies have begun to respond to the
changes in the adoption process. These agencies often
assume the role of broker, or intermediary, in the process.
The changes that have occurred make great demands on agen-
cies to deal constructively with the movement to acknowl-
edge geneaology. There is evidence that the social work
profession has attempted to accommodate these demands. The
social work literature includes articles on developing new
guidelines, and proposals for alternative adoption prac-
tices such as "open adoption' (Dukette, 1984; Pannor and
Baran, 1984).

The literature on adoption has been slow to recognize
this shift in public concern. Most of the numerous books
and articles on adoption are aimed at the layreader, focus-
ing on "How-to" adopt and parenting skills. The bulk of
the professional literature is in the fields of social
work, clinical psychology and psychiatry. This literature
is characterized primarily by articles on adoption prac-
tice, psychological problems in adopted children, and the
psychodynamics of the parent-child interaction (Sorosky et

al., 1979). There are few research studies that focus on



the adoption process as experienced by the key partici-
pants—-—-the adoptees, the adoptive parents and the birth
parents. The secrecy surrounding the adoption experience
and the lack of access to records has tended to discourage
sociological research. Traditional societal attitudes and
values have reinforced the privacy of the process. Fur-
ther, sociologists and other research professionals tend
to view the adoptive family as no different than other

families.

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH

The purpose of this research is to examine the issue
of sealed adoption records from the perspectives of adopt-
ees, adoptive parents and birth parents. The controversy
over whether adoption records should remain sealed, as
they are in most states, is at the core of the traditional
concept of adoption as a process that severs the ties
between the adoptee and the birth family. Thus, the atti-
tudes and opinions of adoption participants regarding rec-
ord accessibility provide a basis for understanding the
critical dimensions of the adoption experience. An essen-
tial component of a full analysis of adoption-—-and a dis-
tinguishing characteristic of this study--is the inclusion
of the three major participant groups. With few excep-
tions, existing studies limit their focus to either adopt-

ees or adoptive families. The birth parent, the "hidden"



parent, is generally ignored altogether in adoption stud-
ies. In contrast, this research effort focuses on the
shared and conflicting definitions of the adoption experi-
ence reported by the individuals from all three groups.
Some of the issues raised in the analysis are inconsistent
with our current beliefs about what adoption means to the
individuals involved. These new insights extend our under-
standing of adoption and suggest possibilities for policy

and practice changes to accommodate participant concerns.

RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

Several factors point to the need for this type of
study. First, there is a dearth of sociological analysis
on the structure and process of adoption. Yet, the social
forces surrounding current and changing adoption relation-
ships indicate the need for adoption to be placed in a
social science perspective. As a social institution, adop-
tion warrants scientific investigation.

Second, the existing literature on adoption generally
does not capture the way the institution is shaped by the
juxtaposition of the separate perspectives of the three key
groups. This study attempts to f£ill this void by analyzing
the similarities and differences in group responses to a
single issue.

Third, the topic promotes needed cross-fertilization

between the disciplines of sociology and social work. The



sociological approach used in this study is combined with
attention to recent developments in social services deliv-
ery and social work practice. In turn, the findings can be
applied to social work practices.

Fourth, the sealed records issue is timely from a pol-
icy perspective. The issue is under consideration by many
state legislatures, and many groups and individuals are
lobbying for or against passage of laws related to adoption
records. This investigation can provide data to assist
policymakers and enable them to make more informed deci-
sions on the issue.

A major strength in research, particularly policy
research, is its potential utility to a significant popula-
tion. The study is envisioned to have academic, practical
and policy implications and be of value to professionals
associated with these areas. However, it is my intent that
the study also be of value to those individuals for whom
the findings are particularly meaningful--the adoptees,

adoptive parents and the birth parents.

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY

In 1980, the federal government's proposed Model Adop-
tion legislation generated a considerable response from
adoptees, adoptive parents and birth parents involved in
nonrelative adoptions. This study is based on a sample of

these written responses. Of the 2,881 letters written,



391 letters were selected for inclusion in the study. A
systematic random sample of letters from each of the groups
yielded 114 letters from adoptees, 164 from adoptive par-
ents and 113 from birth mothers. (The term "birth mothers"
is used instead of "birth parent" because there is only

one birth father in the sample. The term "birth parent"
implies equal distribution of mothers and fathers.) Two
types of analytic procedures were followed. First, the
characteristics of the letters and respondents (e.g.,
format of letter, number of pages, and respondent age and
sex) were analyzed to enable a presentation of sample
characteristics. The second procedure involved a content
analysis of the letters to identify predominant themes and
concerns of the letter writers. The letter characteristics
provide a context for understanding and explaining why
specific concerns were or were not raised.

The use of qualitative methodology is considered pref-
erable over quantitative techniques because of the nature
of the topic being addressed. The letters provide a unique
data base for obtaining information on the three groups
regarding the same issue, adoption records. Although the
sample is biased because it includes only individuals who
are inclined to write to a governmental organization, the
biases do not affect the guality of the findings. It is
beneficial to be able to analyze the comments of individ-

uals who are concerned enough about the issue to take the
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time and effort to put their thoughts in writing. Further,
alternative sampling approaches do not eliminate respondent
bias. Because of the privacy and confidentiality associ-
ated with the institution of adoption, it is not possible
to obtain a random sample of adoptees, adoptive parents
and birth parents. Studies on adoption participants are
all characterized by sample bias, acknowledged by the
researchers. Participation in adoption studies is gener-
ally voluntary, and respondents are often selected because
of their association with a particular agency or adoption
advocacy group.

Similarly, the content analysis procedure used is
preferable to other methodological procedures. Use of
questionnaires assumes preconceived notions about what is
important to adoption participants. The content analysis
of letters already written permits the participants to
identify meaningful concerns. In-person interviews present
a different set of problems—--logistical and conceptual.
Further, there may be differences between individuals who
are willing to be interviewed versus those who are willing
to write their opinions. The anonymity associated with
writing may result in a more diverse respondent group, and
also may yield more honest opinions. A major problem in an
in-person interview is the tendency for the interviewee to
provide socially acceptable responses. This problem gener-

ally does not exist with unsolicited written responses.
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Overall, the sample of letters written by adoptees, adop-
tive parents and birth parents provide a meaningful data
base for content analysis. This type of analysis yields
the salient dimensions of the adoption experience as con-
veyed by the actors most involved in the situation.

Five predominant themes emerge from an analysis of the
letters: justice, identity, well being, feelings about
others, and family. Justice refers to issues relating to
whose rights are involved, what rights are of concern and
the basis for these rights. 1Identity refers to issues con-
cerning the necessary components to achieve a sense of self
and how identity is defined. Comments focusing on well
being relate to the psychological and emotional condition
of the individuals involved in the adoption experience.
Feelings about others refers to statements revealing how
each of the respondents feels about the other participants
in the adoption triangle. The family theme focuses on
respondents' references and descriptions of familial

relationships and the meaning of these relationships.

ORGANIZATION OF THE CHAPTERS

The report is organized into ten chapters. Chapter I,
the introduction, provides an overview of the study.
Chapter II presents a review of the relevant literature.
Chapter III provides a description of the study methodol-

ogy. Study findings are presented in Chapters IV through



12
VIII. Each chapter focuses on a specific theme as follows:
Chapter IV-—-Justice; Chapter V--Identity; Chapter VI--Well
Being; Chapter VII--Feelings About Others; and Chapter
VIII--Family. Chapter IX presents a summary and discussion
of study findings and Chapter X describes the implications

of study findings.



CHAPTER 11

LITERATURE REVIEW

OVERVIEW

The subject of adoption is a popular topic; hundreds
of books and articles have been written on the subject.
However, there have been few research studies on the adop-
tion process, especially studies that examine the process
from the vantage point of the key participants, the adopt-
ee, the adoptive parents and the birth parents. There is
an absence of the sociological approach--examining the
institution of adoption and the roles and relationships
involved.

Much of the literature in the adoption area is gen-
erated from the social work, clinical psychology and psy-
chiatric professions. Numerous articles and books have
been written about child-rearing techniques and the psycho-
dynamics of the adoptive parent-child interaction. Other
authors focus on the incidence and nature of psychiatric
disturbances in adopted children. In addition, there are
several books on adoption that focus on the "how-to'" and
legal and social processes. These books are written by

13
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professionals and nonprofessionals, including adoptive
parents who want to share their insights and experiences.

This chapter presents a summary of the adoption 1lit-
erature, with an emphasis on the findings of research rele-
vant to this investigation. The research literature is
presented first, followed by a discussion of the practice-
oriented literature. However, before a discussion of the
literature, a brief history of adoption is presented to
provide a context for understanding the current interest
in adoption records.

The concept of adoption has existed for centuries,
primarily as a mechanism to provide an heir but also as a
means to expand and solidify familial bonds. Historically,
the best interests of the adoptee were considered secondary
to the interests of the adopter. English Common Law, the
basis of much American law, did not legally recognize adop-
tion as a legal procedure until 1926 (Witmer et al., 1963).

The first adoption law in the United States was passed
in 1851 and by 1929 every state had some form of statutory
adoption. In 1917, Minnesota became the first state to
pass legislation that provided safeguards to protect the
adopted child specifically and the adoption process gener-
ally. Other states followed, and today all consider the
interests of the child as paramount, and nearly all states
have as protective measures the sealing of adoption records

(Jones, 1976). Lawder et al. (1969) note that '"omne of
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America's early contributions to child welfare legislation
and practices was a shift in emphasis from protecting the
interests of the adopters and their natural issue to
establishing a judicial review of the interests of the
adopted child" (p. 1).

Until the 1920s adoption was handled primarily by lay
persons; subsequently adoption developed into a profes-
sional service, requiring collaboration of social workers,
lawyers, psychologists and physicians. With the increased
involvement of professionals came efforts to establish
guidelines for agency practices. These guidelines included
provisions "that the birth record be revised to shield an
adopted child from unnecessary embarrassment in the case of
illegitimacy and that the identity of the adopting parents
be kept from the natural parents" (Jones, 1976, p. 1).

These principles, specifically those regarding sealing
records, are based on the assumption that involvement of
the biological parents after the adoption would not promote
the well being of the child or healthy parent-child bond-
ing. Further, the principles are based on the assumption
that the biological parents, having legally terminated
their rights and responsibilities, should be allowed to
pursue their own lives without the fear of intrusion by the
child or adoptive parents. However, the basic assumptions

underlying anonymity are being challenged. The research
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literature presented subsequently illuminates some of the
reasons for this challenge.

The research literature in the field of adoption re-
flects the history and politics of adoption. The focus of
the studies, the questions that are asked and the selection
of respondents are indicative of the predominant beliefs
about the purposes and effects of adoption. As Shaw (1984)
notes, "study of the research findings . . . [in adoption]

seems to indicate that some key questions about
'growing up adopted' are as yet not only unanswered but
unformulated" (p. 113). The research is also dated; the
focus and theoretical frameworks employed coincide with
conditions during different time periods. For example,
research in the 1940s and 1950s reflects the impact of
psychoanalytic theory, with an emphasis on separation and
loss as well as parental capacity. Research in the 1960s
and 1970s moves the focus to the psychological impact of
adoption on the child, generating debates on when and how
to tell the child and identifying critical developmental
periods in the child's life.

Regardless of the theoretic underpinning, some issues
are rarely dealt with. These include the impact of sealed
records, the adoptee as an adult, and the birth parents.
The relative absence of these topics reflects the major
characteristics of adoption law and policy—--the secrecy

surrounding the process, the adoptee as forever a child,
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and the birth parent as immoral and therefore "hidden"
from public view. Within this context, the following
section describes the research on the effect of sealed
records, followed by a discussion of the research on

adoptees, adoptive parents and birth parents.

THE IMPACT OF SEALED RECORDS

Few studies address the impact of sealed records as
their primary focus. Further, several of the studies that
do focus on sealed records are based on populations in
England, Wales and Scotland, where records are open.

The major study on sealed records was conducted by
Sorosky, Baran, and Pannor (1979) in the United States; the

findings are presented in their book The Adoption Triangle

as well as several articles and papers (Baran, Pannor &
Sorosky, 1977; Sorosky, Baran & Pannor, 1975; Sorosky,
Baran & Pannor, 1976). The researchers interviewed a vol-
untary sample of adoptees, adoptive parents and birth par-
ents. In addition, they analyzed the numerous letters re-
ceived from adoption participants as a result of publicity
about the study. Their findings indicate that adoptees
are more vulnerable than nonadoptees to identity conflicts;
this vulnerability is exacerbated by the lack of background
information, information contained in the adoption records.
They contend that all adoptees have a desire to know about
their origin, although only a few actually initiate a

search and reunion.
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The effect of sealed records on birth parents also is
detrimental. Study findings reveal that birth parents con-
tinue to feel the loss and wish to know how their children
"turned out." Most birth parents indicate a desire to meet
the child, but would not initiate the contact. The impact
of sealed records on adoptive parents is described within
the context of the controversy about opening records. The
researchers report that adoptive parents are generally
threatened by this possibility, although their fears sub-
side over time:
As our study progressed, we were pleased to find that
adoptive parents we interviewed came to feel less
threatened and realized that the adoptee's quest for
genealogical information was a personal need which
could not be fully comprehended by a nonadopted per-
son. Even though the adoptive parents' anxiety dimin-
ished, there remained a great deal of protectiveness
toward the adoptee and concern over the possible
negative effects of a reunion. (p. 229)
The authors cite the positive benefits of reunions
as their most outstanding finding. Although records are
sealed, the reunions occurred because of the perserverence
of the participants, and in some cases, because of coop-
eration from the adoption agencies. The researchers find
that for the adoptee reunions resulted in new, meaningful
relationships with birth parents, resolution of identity
conflicts and enhancement of the adoptee-—-adoptive parent
relationship. For many birth parents the reunions resulted

in resolution of feelings of guilt and knowledge about

their children's fate. Adoptive parents also benefitted as
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their fear that they would lose their children to the birth
parents was replaced by a sense of relief and acceptance
they they are the "true" parents. These findings lead the
researchers to conclude that sealed records are detrimental
to the well being of all parties and that adult adoptees
should have access to birth records when they reach the age
of 18.

The Children's Home Society of California (1977) con-
ducted a mail survey of 309 adoption participants including
adoptees, adoptive parents and birth parents. The findings
indicate that the majority queried favored the availability
of the original birth certificate to adult adoptees and
their right to a reunion with the birth parents. Fourteen
percent of the adult adoptees had experienced a reunion and
18 percent were still involved in the search. Adoptive
parents generally were supportive of the adoptees' right to
access. More than two-thirds of the adoptive parents re-
sponded affirmatively when asked how they would react to
the search of their own adopted children Similar re-
sponses were indicated when asked how they would react if
the birth parents of their adopted child contacted them,
seeking reunion.

The positive responses of the adoptive parents gener-
ally do not concur with findings from other studies. This
may be attributable to the high self-selection bias among

the respondents.
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Several studies examining the sealed records issue
have been conducted in England subsequent to the passage of
section 26 of the Children's Act of 1975, the law authoriz-
ing access to birth records. Triseliotis (1984) presents
an analysis of statistical data on the number and charac-—
teristics of adoptees who apply for access. A major find-
ing relates to the percentage of adoptees applying for
access to records; Triseliotis notes that "in spite of all
the publicity of recent years, access to birth records is
still a minority response among adoptees" (p. 48). In the
three~-year period between 1980-1982, approximately 0.3 per-
cent of adopted adults in England and Wales and 0.7 percent
in Scotland applied for access to their birth records.

Even accounting for the large number of relative adoptions,
the rate would still be low, 0.6 for England and Wales and
0.9 for Scotland. Adjusting for adoptees over 18 and mul-
tiplying by 52 (the difference between 18 and 70 years of
age), Triseliotis estimates that 21 percent of adoptees
inquire over a lifetime. 1In Scotland, where records have
been available for the last 52 years, 7 percent of adult
adoptees have sought access.

The researcher also notes two other interesting find-
ings. First, females are more likely to seek access than
males (66% compared to 34%), even though the ratio of fe-
male adoptees to male adoptees is about the same. Second,

adoptee access of records is not associated with a specific
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age, e.g., 18, but rather spreads over the life span.
Adoptees ages 30-34 comprise the largest percentage (26%)
of all adoptees seeking access.

In a study conducted by Leeding (1977) information was
collected on 279 adoptees who had applied for access. Over
half only wanted to obtain information; the other half
wanted to trace their birth parents but only 20 percent
wanted to meet them. No adverse effects to participants
are found. Of the 28 reunions resulting, 11 are described
in positive terms and the remaining "uncertain." Based on
these findings, Leeding concludes that adoptees should be
able to obtain knowledge of their parentage. Day (1979)
examines social worker interviews of 500 adoptees who were
inquiring about their background. Most simply wanted in-
formation, with three out of ten intent on contacting their
birth parent or another blood relative. Day also reports
that most applicants are stable and well-adjusted individ-
uals, however, those who are likely to search are those who
had unhappy adoptive experiences. Both the findings of Day
and Leeding suggest that there has been no misuse of infor-
mation obtained, and that applicants reveal responsible
attitudes toward the potential consequences of their ob-
taining birth records. These studies illustrate that the
anticipated negative impact of records being open does not
occur. As Triseliotis (1984) summarizes "The calamities

anticipated by sections of the media, politicians, and some
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organizations have not materialized. The various studies
carried out so far suggest that the vast majority of adopt-
ees act thoughtfully and with great consideration for the
feelings of both their birth and adoptive parents" (p. 51).

In the United States most state adoption laws require
that records be sealed. There are few studies that examine
the effects of concealment on participants, or in those
states that permit access, of the availability of records.
The few examinations that have been done in those states
where records are open simply reveal that few adoptees
request their records (Sorosky et al., 1979). Explanations
for the low number of inquiring adoptees include lack of
publicity about the law and the requirement that birth
parents agree to the disclosure. However, there is one
study about the perceptions of adult adoptees, adoptive
parents and birth parents that provides some insight into
the potential impact of opening records. The study was
conducted in Virginia, where contact with birth parents was
allowed if the agency recommends it and the birth parents
agree (this law was repealed and currently records are
sealed in Virginia). Depp (1982) reports on the positive
and negative outcomes of reunions for a small sample of
participants (10 adoptees, six adoptive parents, and three
birth parents). The findings reveal that adoptees consider
the reunions with their birth parents as beneficial to

identity formation. It also increases their appreciation
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for their adoptive parents. Most of the adoptive parents
see the reunion as positive for their children, and report
that it does not affect their relationships with their
children. The birth parents also indicate the positive
effects of the reunion, both for themselves and the adopt-
ees. Based on these findings, the researcher states that
"this may be an appropriate time to question whether the
secrecy that once seemed necessary to adoption practice
may continue to be in the best interests of all parties
(pp. 118-119).

In summary, the research literature on the impact of
sealed records suggests that the policy of sealed records
may not be beneficial or appropriate for the adoption par-
ticipants. The findings generally indicate positive or

neutral effects of opening adoption records.

THE ADOPTEE

As mentioned earlier, there is a large body of re-
search on adoptees. However, much of this research is
based on small clinical populations and focused on vari-
ables not relevant to this investigation. Two major areas
of significance to the issue of sealed records are research
on adoptees' search activities and research describing the
impact of adoption on the individual's identity formation.
The research in these two areas is presented first, fol-

lowed by a summary of other literature on adoptees.
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Adoptee Search Activity and Identity Formation

The adoptee's desire to search for information about
his/her background and/or to seek contact with birth par-
ents has been the subject of several researchers. Search
activity is relevant to the issue of sealed records because
it usually indicates a desire to subvert existing adoption
laws to obtain information.

Triseliotis' (1973) study is the first comprehensive
examination that elicits information about search activi-
ties from adult adoptees. He conducted in-depth interviews
with 70 adult adoptees who had contacted the Register House
in Edinburg, Scotland to obtain their original birth cer-
tificates. Since 1930, adopted individuals in Scotland can
obtain official records on their birth, including the names
and location of their birth parents. He reports that 60
percent of the adoptees desired contact with a birth
parent, 37 percent wanted additional background information
and the remaining three percent simply wanted specific
pieces of information to fulfill practical goals (e.g.,
marriage license, civil service application). The expe-
riences and characteristics of the adoptees provide some
understanding regarding the desire to search:

Adoptees who were given no information about their

background, or to whom some information was disclosed

but in a hostile way which was often depreciative of
the natural parents, were generally keen to find their

birth-parents . . . In contrast, those who were told
something positive about their natural parents, were
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now mostly inclined to search for additional informa-
tion about their genealogical background.
(Triseliotis, 1973, p. 157)

Other characteristics of those inclined to search include
unsatisfactory adoptive home relationships and a negative
self image. However, Triseliotis notes that the psycholog-
ical need to know is present in all adoptees; it is inten-
sified where secrecy is paramount and unsatisfactory rela-
tionships with the adoptive parents exist.

Triseliotis also reports on the adoptee's feelings
subsequent to obtaining information. Those adoptees who
learned their parents were married at the time of relin-
quishment were as hurt as those who found they were ille-
gitimate. Regardless of the circumstances and outcomes,
over 80 percent had no regrets about their search activ-
ities and felt that the results of their inquiries were
beneficial. Triseliotis concludes, based on the findings,
that genealogical information is linked to a better under-
standing of themselves and their situation and '"that no
person should be cut off from his origins" (p. 166).

Triseliotis' findings generally concur with other
studies on adoptees (e.g., Kowal and Schilling, 1985;
McWhinnie, 1967; and Sorosky et al., 1979). McWhinnie
(1967) comments that the adopted child has problems in
adolescence that are related to his/her status as adoptee
and involve the resolution of identity. Sorosky et al.

(1976) review the literature on genealogical concerns and
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development of identity conflicts in adopted persons and
present the results of their interviews with adoptees.

They state:

Our findings would tend to validate the impressions

garnered from the literature review that adoptees are

more vulnerable than the population at large in the
development of identity problems in late adolescence
and young adulthood because of the greater likelihood
of encountering difficulties in the working through
psychosexual, psychosocial, and psychohistorical as-
bpects of personality development. In certain of these
cases the conflicts manifest themselves as a preoccu-
pation with genealogical concerns and a desire to make
contact with the birth parents . . . Many adoptees are
preoccupied with existential concerns and a feeling of
isolation and alientation due to the break in the con-
tinuity of life-through-the-generations that their
adoption represents . . . The adoptee's identity for-
mation must be viewed within the context of the 'life
cycle' in which birth and death are closely linked

unconsciously. (pp. 23-24)

The findings of a recent study of 110 adult adoptees
(Kowal and Schilling, 1985) also illustrate the adoptee's
psychological need for information. The two most commonly
mentioned reasons for needing information were "to find
some resolution of confusion or a sense of emptiness"
and "for self understanding . . . to know who they looked
like . . . and personality traits" (p. 360).

These studies as well as others cite a linkage be-
tween the adoptee's need to know and the development of a
positive self concept. These researchers frequently refer
to Erikson's (1968) theory of development to explain the
psychological need to know. Erikson describes identity

formation in a psychological context relating to the indi-

vidual's sense of genealogy in his/her 1life cycle. He
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suggests that ignorance about one's past brings about a
break in the continuity of the life cycle. Of particu-
lar importance is the essential developmental task asso-
ciated with adolescence--the achievement of a sense of
identity. The failure of this process results in "identity
confusion."

Although most studies on adoptees indicate the need
for knowledge about origins as essential for the develop-
ment of positive self concept, Norvell and Guy's (1977)
research challenges this presumption. In their study of
identity crises in adoptees and nonadoptees, there are no
significant differences in self concept scores between the
two groups. They conclude, "Adoptive status itself cannot
produce a negative identity. If negative elements become
incorporated in the adolescent's identity, they more likely
than not stem from problems within the home" (p. 445).

Most of the research on adoptees' search activity
lacks a comparison group. Two studies which include com-
parison groups of nonsearching adoptees indicate differ-
ences between searching and nonsearching adoptees that may
be associated with their desire for more information.
Aumend and Barrett (1984) research on 131 adult adoptees
compares characteristics of searchers and nonsearchers.

The sample was voluntary, and results are based on a re-
sponse of 49 percent of those who were sent questionnaires.

The findings reveal that nonsearchers had more positive
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self concepts than searchers and had more positive atti-
tudes toward their adoptive parents. However, a majority
of all the adoptees score above the sixtieth percentile on
the self concept scale and have positive scores on the
parental attitude scale. Another interesting finding is
the significant difference in their opinions about opening
adoption records. "Seventy—-seven percent of searchers and
12 percent of nonsearchers favored a law to open records to
adult adoptees on request'" (p. 257). The researchers con-
clude that search activity does not seem to be associated
with negative self concept, poor family relationships, or
disruptive revelation of adoptive status, as reported by
Triseliotis (1973). Further, their research questions the
belief "that adoptees need information about their biologi-
cal families and reunion to resolve their identity con-
flicts" (p. 258).

Aumend and Barrett summarize the findings of disser-
tation research on searchers and nonsearchers conducted by
Loper (1976). Loper compares personality factors and so-
cial variables, rather than identity factors, of three
groups of twenty adult adoptees; the adoptees are grouped
based on the level of interest in their biological par-
ents. She reports significant differences between the
groups, with the "active interest" group showing negative
feelings toward their adoptive parents and about their

childhood. They also report having no information about
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their biological parents. Loper concludes that the desire
for more information is associated with social history
variables and the personality traits of the adoptee.

In summary, most of the studies on adoptees reveal
that the adoptee's need to know is associated with the
formation of identity and a positive self concept. Some
studies show a relationship between the quality of the
adoptive relationships and a desire to search for the birth
parents.

Clinical Research on the Adoptee

There is a considerable volume of research emanating
from clinical experience in psychiatric and child guidance
settings; this literature is individualistic and psychody-
namically oriented. A major flaw in all of these studies
is the sample composition--the most visible and accessible
adoptees are those who have been referred to social work-
ers, courts, psychologists and psychiatrists. Some of the
research was conducted because of the belief that adoptees
are overrepresented in referrals for psychiatric assessment
and treatment (e.g., Schecter, 1960; Toussieng, 1962).
Adoption is presented as placing one "at risk" for a wide
range of general adjustment and identity disorders. The
emphasis on identity disorders relates to the developmental
framework used by many of the researchers. Specifically,
there is an emphasis on critical life-cycle periods and the

problems adoption poses to working through these periods.
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During the 1960s the incidence and nature of psychia-
tric disturbances in adopted children was the subject of
several research studies. Findings from these studies in-
dicate that the severity of behavior and emotional problems
in adopted children is associated with the age of adoptive
placement and the extent of early maternal deprivation
(e.g., Witmer et al., 1963). Other studies focus on the
problems specifically associated with not knowing one's
heritage. Sants (1964) introduces the term ''genealogical
bewilderment" to describe the confusion experienced by a
child who does not know his natural parentage. He de-
scribes how genealogical bewilderment results in the devel-
opment of poor self esteem and a confused sense of iden-
tity. Clothier (1943) describes the trauma resulting from
severing the individual from his/her heritage, and the
impact of this trauma on ego development. Frisk (1964)
presents the notion of the "hereditary ghost" that replaces
the healthy 'genetic ego" because of a lack of family
background knowledge. Other researchers present similar
conceptualizations, based on the premise that a lack of
knowledge of ancestors can be a cause of maladjustment
in children and adults (e.g., Paul, 1973; Schechter, 1960;
and Wellisch, 1952).

In summary, clinical studies show that adopted chil-
dren are more likely than nonadoptees to be referred for

psychiatric treatment, and to be diagnosed as having
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personality disorders or adjustment problems. Adoptees are
described as more vulnerable than nonadoptees to the expe-
rience of loss and rejection. Further, the studies indi-
cate that adoptees experience problems in identity forma-
tion because of a lack of knowledge about their background.

Follow-up Studies on Adoption

Most of the clinical research focuses on the adopted

child and is based on samples in treatment or child guid-

ance facilities. Follow—-up studies on the life adjustment
of adoptees is another popular area of investigation. Most
of these studies indicate that adoptees are fairly well ad-
justed as children and adults. Hoopes, Sherman, Lawder,
Andres, and Lower's (1970) study challenges the findings
from clinical studies, i.e., that adopted children are more
prone to personality disorders than nonadopted children.
Their study compared the emotional and cognitive function-
ing of a sample of 100 adopted children and 100 children
living with their biological parents. The researchers
report:
The study finding that deserves primary emphasis is
that the adopted children showed no evidence of more
pathology than the control children. There were not
significantly more adopted children at the lowest or
'disturbed' end of the distributions of the California

Test of Personality, the teacher's rating scales, or
the ratings of projective response to the TAT cards.

(p. 73)
Jaffe and Fanshel (1970) interviewed 100 adoptive families
(only the parents were interviewed); based on the percep-

tions of the adoptive parents, most adoptees had adjusted
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well as adults. Further, for those adoptees experiencing
problems, the researchers report that '""the overwhelming ma-
jority of adoptive parents did not attribute any of the
problems they encountered with their adopted children to
the fact of their being adopted."” In a follow-up to this
study, Jaffe (1974) presents the results of interviews with
33 adoptees from the same sample. The perceptions of the
adult adoptees and their parents are compared. Adoptees
are more likely than their parents to identify problems in
their current personal-social functioning; however, there
is substantial agreement that few problems could be attrib-
uted to their adoptive status. Yet, there is pronounced
dissensus regarding the way the adoptive status had been
presented and dealt with in the families. Twenty-five per-
cent of the parents as compared to only ten percent of the
adoptees reported that the adoptees had been given full
and truthful information about their biological parents.
Further, a majority of the adoptees reported pressing for
additional information about their biological parents,
whereas about twenty percent of the adoptive parents stated
that their adopted children requested additional informa-
tion. The researchers suggest that these discrepant per-
ceptions may be a result of inadequate communication due
to adoptees' feeling uncomfortable or disloyal and the

parents' feeling threatened.
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Other follow-up studies yield similar findings—--that
most adoptees are emotionally healthy and adjusting well
(e.g., Elonen and Schwartz, 1969; Lawder, Lower, Andrews,
Sherman & Hill, 1969; and Raynor, 1980). This is in direct
contrast to the clinical studies which reveal the vulnera-
bility of the adoptee to psychiatric disturbances. The
differences in findings may be related to the orientation
and predisposition of the researchers. As Shaw (1984)
notes in his review of adoption literature:

If clinic-based studies offer a more gloomy view of

adoption outcome than common experience would support,

follow-up studies risk falling into the opposite error.

There is no cause to impute improper behaviour or mo-

tives to their authors, but the studies themselves—-

often carried out by researchers strongly sympathetic
to adoption and needing the support and co-operation
of adoption agencies themselves—-collectively produce

a split image of pre- and post-adoptive life, with

everything bad attributed to the pre-adoptive state

and everything good to post-adoptive family life.

(p. 118)

In summary, most of the follow-up studies indicate
that adoptees are well-adjusted individuals and experience
few problems related to their adoptive status. However,
there is some evidence that adoptees and adoptive parents

disagree on the way the adoptive status was presented and

dealt with in the families.

THE ADOPTIVE PARENTS
There is little research on two areas most relevant to
this investigation: adoptive parents' concerns about the

status of adoption records; and, parental attitudes and



34
feelings toward the birth parents. Most of the research
focuses on family functioning and parent-child relation-
ships, although some researchers examine reasons for adopt-
ing and issues related to infertility. The following pre-
sentation includes a discussion of the literature on access
to records and feelings toward the birth parents.

Few studies examine adoptive parents' positions re-
garding access to records. As noted earlier, Sorosky et al.
(1979) find that adoptive parents are generally threatened
by opening records, although their’fears subsided subse-
quent to interviews and discussions with the researchers.
In an earlier investigation, Baran, Pannor and Sorosky
(1974) report on two organized meetings with adoptive par-
ents. The first meeting was held in 1972, and included
role-play, individual and group discussions. The parents
generally were not receptive to adoptee access to records.
The parents also objected to agencies offering even general
background information to the adoptee without the consent
of the adoptive parents. The second meeting, convened in
1973, yielded slightly different results. The authors
attribute the differences to the intervening media public-
ity about the controversy and the differences in group com-
position. This second group was less threatened by the
adoptee's potential search activities. At the same time,
they remained protective toward the adoptee because of the

possibilty of rejection by the birth parent.
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For both groups, the researchers describe the feelings
of adoptive parents toward birth parents as both protective
and restrictive. The adoptive parents felt the birth par-
ents should be protected from unwanted intrusion from the
adoptee. They also felt that birth parents should be
restricted in their rights to information because of the
decision they made to relinquish.

Feigelman and Silverman (1983) conducted a mail survey
of 737 adoptive families in 1974-76 and a follow—up survey
of 372 families in 1980-81. The purpose of their research
was to examine "the transformations occurring in the realm
of American adoptions" (p. 6). Their instrument included
questions about the sealed records controversy as well as
adoptees' interest in their background and search activi-
ties. Most parents indicated support for opening adoption
records; 61 percent approved of adoptees learning about
their birth parents and 57 percent supported access to all
information in their adoption record. However, this posi-
tive response did not extend to birth parent access to
records. Only 19 percent indicated that birth parents
should have the right to contact the adult adoptee and 25
percent approved of releasing updated information on the
child to the birth parent. These findings should be inter-
preted with caution because of the bias in the sample.
Seventy-six percent of the respondents had adopted over-

seas, 80 percent were members of adoptive parent groups,
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and 44 percent were preferential adopters (adoption not
based on infertility). An analysis of just the responses
of infertile adopters reveals they are more likely to op-
pose adoptees' questioning their genealogy and engaging in
search activities; 49 percent of the infertile adoptive
parents favored adoptee access to records. The researchers
also report that mothers are more likely to indicate
approval for adoptees' search than fathers. Also, adoptive
mothers affiliated with a parent group are more likely to
favor the search than mothers who are not affiliated, 76
percent versus 47 percent.

Feigelman and Silverman queried their respondents
about their children's searching behaviors. The re-
searchers hypothesize that parental attitudes toward the
search would tend to influence the extent to which their
adopted children discuss their origins and pursue reunions.
The data support their hypothesis——-55 percent of the adop-
tive parents reported children asking questions sometimes
or often when mothers approved of the search, compared with
29 percent when mothers disapproved. Other researchers
also report the relationship between parental attitudes
(positive or negative) and adoptee search behavior (Sorosky
et al., 1979; Triseliotis, 1973).

A few researchers describe the adoptive parents' feel-
ings toward the birth parents. Sorosky et al. (1979) re-

port that the adoptive parents have an "understanding,
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accepting, and sympathetic attitude toward the birth
mother" (p. 69). Only a few expressed positive feelings
toward the father. Witmer, Herzog, Weinstein and Sullivan
(1963), in their study on independent adoptions, examine
adoptive parents' attitudes toward birth parents in rela-
tionship to "adoptive home quality." The researchers find
a correlation of -.28 between the home ratings and negative
feelings toward the natural parents. '"This attitude was
taken as a clue to the parent's warmth and acceptance of
both people in general and the child in particular"

(p. 390). The way the natural parents were described to
the child also was related to home quality; there was an
extremely low average rating in cases where the natural
parents were described negatively.

In summary, based on a limited number of studies, re-
search on adoptive parents' positions regarding sealed rec-
ords yields conflicting results; of the two major research
efforts, one showed support while the other opposition to
access. Adoptive parents report positive feelings toward
the birth mother. The parents' feeling toward the biologi-
cal parent and how the birth parent is described to the

child has been shown to relate to adoptive home quality.

THE BIRTH PARENTS
Most of the research on birth parents focuses on atti-

tudes and issues prior to the adoption (e.g., reasons for



38
getting pregnant, feelings about relinquishment, and char-
acteristics of the unwed father). Further, most re-
searchers focus on the birth mother. Researchers generally
ignore the birth mother after the adoption proceedings;
there are only a few follow-up studies on birth mothers.
The absence of research reflects the position of the birth
mother in the process—-once she has relinquished the child,
all ties are severed and secrecy prevails. Generally,
researchers have accepted the assumption that the birth
mother's permanent anonymity and privacy are essential to
her future well being. Sorosky et al. (1979) state, '"what
is becoming increasingly obvious to us is the fact that
everyone else has spoken for and about the birth parents"
(p. 35).

Overall, findings from the few studies on birth moth-
ers reveal that they continue to feel the loss for many
years after relinquishment and are favorably disposed
toward contact with their children. A recent study by
Devkin, Campbell and Patti (1984) yields findings that
indicate "having surrendered a child is perceived by these
respondents as having a protracted negative influence on
their lives in the areas of marriage, fertility, and par-
enting" (p. 271). The study is based on a mail survey of a
sample of 334 respondents (321 mothers and 13 fathers), the
vast majority of whom belong to Concerned United Birthpar-

ents (CUB), a support group for birth parents. Because of
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the double self-selection bias (first limited to members
of CUB, and second limited to those who completed the ques-
tionnaire), findings should be interpreted cautiously. The
researchers report that the vast majority of the respon-
dents (96%) had considered searching, and 65 percent had
initiated a search. The researchers compare the responses
of those who had considered searching (or had not thought
of it) and those who had searched. They found that those
who searched reported relinquishing the child because of
external pressure (e.g., family, social workers or finan-
cial pressure) whereas those who had not searched reported
relinquishing because of personal reasons (e.g., desire to
complete school, unprepared for parenthood). Although most
of the parents in the sample considered or had searched,
retrieval of the child was not a determinant of search
activity. The authors suggest that the "search activity
represents an attempt to resolve a significant loss.
Evidence of low self-esteem and severe mood disorder was
clear in the comments made by searching respondents.
Search activity may thus be a means of achieving resti-
tution not of the surrendered child, but of the self”
(p. 279).

Findings from the Adoption Research Project reveal
similar results (Baran et al., 1977 and Sorosky et al.,
1979). Their interviews with 38 birth parents (36 mothers

and 2 fathers) and a content analysis of hundreds of
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letters focus on the issue of adoption records as well as
follow-up functioning. The majority of the respondents
(53%) favored opening adoption records to adoptees. Fur-
ther, 82 percent of the birth parents indicated a desire
for a reunion with their children, although most would not
initiate it. These researchers also report that the birth
parents, most of whom are happy with their current family
relations, still feel the loss associated with relinquish-
ment. Many have not resolved their feelings about surren-
dering a child; even those who desire privacy express the
pain they feel. Most birth parents gave up their babies
because of the inability to deal with the external pressure
and the absence of other viable alternatives. Although
they understood the reasons for relinquishment, many
expressed fear that their children would not understand--
would view the relinquishment as rejection. Most of the
parents wonder about how their children are doing and
almost 40 percent report thinking about the child on his/
her birthday (Baran et al., 1977). Overall, the common
belief that birth parents forget about the experience and
do not want contact with their children is challenged by
the findings of this research and that of Devkin et al.
(1984).

Other researchers examine the impact of adoption on
subsequent adjustment of the birth mothers. A mail sur-

vey of 300 women who had relinquished a child within the
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previous three years reveals that gynecological, medical
and psychiatric problems were reported by 60 percent of the
respondents. The most frequent problem was depression,
reported by 40 percent (Burnell and Norfleet, 1979). 1In a
study of 20 women in psychotherapy who had given up chil-
dren for adoption, Rynearson (1982) reports that '"relin-
quishment appears to have been a fundamentally disjunctive
event in the lives of these psychiatric patients" (p. 340).
He reports that all the women experience grief at the anni-
versary of the relinquishment, although the intensity of
the mourning diminishes over time. Overall, the follow-up
studies indicate that the relinquishment experience has
long lasting effects on the birth mothers' individual
psyches and family lives.

There are a number of studies that examine reasons
for pregnancy and feelings at the time of relinquishment.
Most mothers who relinquish their children are not married
(Small, 1979). Earlier studies viewed the phenomenon of
illegitimate pregnancy as a neurotic act, indicative of
some type of emotional or psychological disturbance (e.g.,
Clothier, 1943; Littner, 1956). Recent studies illustrate
that out-of-wedlock pregnancies are not necessarily precip-
itated by psychological problems (Robbins, Kaplan, &
Martin, 1985). Most occur by chance, and are the result
of inadequate sexual preparedness among teenagers (Ooms,

1981). The reasons for relinquishment have been examined
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by several researchers. Many birth mothers surrender their
children because they cannot provide a secure environment
and feel that the child will be better taken care of in an
adoptive home (Devkin et al., 1984; Smith, 1963). For
most, external pressure from parents, agency staff and
others affirming this position influenced the decision
(Baran et al., 1977; Devkin et al., 1984).

There has been limited research on the unwed father
(Herzog, 1966; Pannor et al., 1971). The available re-
search indicates that the unwed father may not be the
uncaring figure he is often portrayed to be. Rather, he
may be limited in expressing his concerns because of family
pressures to deny paternity (Sorosky et al., 1979).

In summary, research on birth mothers is scarce, and
primarily focuses on the period prior to relinquishment.
Studies on the post—-adoption period indicate that birth
mothers continue to feel the loss associated with relin-

quishment and that many desire contact with their children.

PRACTICE-ORIENTED LITERATURE

The practice-oriented literature primarily consists
of articles written by social workers directed toward an
agency staff audience. The issue of sealed records is
discussed within the context of adoption practice gener-
ally, with an emphasis on the need for agencies to respond

to accommodate the changes occurring in the field. Most of
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the articles are not data based; rather, they rely on the
experience and expertise of the authors.

Dukette (1984) compares traditional adoptions with
current adoption practices within the context of society's
and social work's values. She focuses on the value of
secrecy associated with traditional adoptions of the past
and the current "reaction against tradition," i.e., the
movement toward openness. She presents recommendations for
adoption practice that include improving agency recordkeep-
ing, counseling for adult adoptees; and offering alterna-
tives to traditional adoption placements (e.g., open adop-
tion, contracts between birth parent and adoptive parent at
the time of placement).

Sorich and Siebert (1982) discuss similar issues in
their article "Toward Humanizing Adoption." They describe
alternatives to traditional adoptive placements that are
used by the Child Saving Institute, a private, nonprofit,
child-placing agency. The alternatives include: birth
parent and adoptive parent sharing of pictures and develop-
mental information for a specified time period following
the adoptive placement; semi-open (no identifying informa-
tion revealed) and open adoptions; and birth parent in-
volvement in selection of adoptive parents (e.g., requests
concerning religion, location, size of family and educa-
tion, and exchange of gifts and letters between birth par-

ents and the adoptive family. The authors believe that



44
these alternatives will meet the needs of adopted children
who desire to know more about their past. '"The present
alternatives, when appropriate, will facilitate and ensure
that the future questions and fantasies of the adopted
person can be discussed in a sensitive and informed manner"
(p. 2186).

Pannor and Baran (1984) and Borgman (1982) promote the
practice of open adoption to lessen, if not eliminate, the
negative effects of the secrecy associated with traditional
closed adoptions. Borgman focuses on older adoptive chil-
dren, whose particular circumstances would especially bene-
fit by open adoption. "Adoptive planning with school-age
children requires a flexible approach that recognizes the
child's need to continue past relationships with the bio-
logical family and others from whom the child draws emo-
tional support" (p. 225).

The overall position of agencies in the sealed adop-
tion record controversy is discussed by Smith (1976) in an

editorial for Child Welfare. She suggests that social

agencies have an obligation to respond in a responsible and
constructive manner, and be sensitive to the needs of all
parties involved. She contends, '""Such receptivity will
inevitably necessitate reexamination of agency policy and
practice; it may well necessitate change in both policy and

practice" (p. 74).
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Hartman (1984) describes the long term adoption ser-
vices that agencies may need to assume to help the differ-
ent members of the adoption triangle. She focuses on ser-
vices for those involved in a search, including services
to birth parents and adoptive parents. She suggests agency
counseling, referral to self-help groups and providing
background information.

These articles are illustrative of the practice-
oriented literature dealing with the sealed records contro-

versy. In addition, the journal Public Welfare devoted a

special issue to the topic, '"Adoption: Who Has the Right
to Know" (1979). The issue includes articles by adoption
agency staff, adoptees, a birth parent and adoptive par-
ents. Although all the articles are directed primarily
toward a professional audience, two specifically address
agency practice issues. Watson (1979) describes the his-
tory of social work participation in adoption with a focus
on the question, "Who is the primary client?" He cites two
"conceptual achievements' regarding this question that per-
tain to the sealed records controversy: (1) the welfare of
the child is paramount, although the rights of all parties
are important; and (2) the realization that "one can only
effectively serve a child as a primary client in an adop-
tion if one keeps clearly in mind that one also must serve

the adopted adult whom that child will become" (p. 14).
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Andrews (1979) presents a clinical appraisal of
searching, based on describing both older and infant
adoption situations. He states that '"the trauma of adop-
tion and possibility of disrupted placements can be eased
if intensive services are provided by placement agencies.
Such an approach--a sensitive clinical approach--is long
overdue" (p. 21).

Other articles in the issue present the specific con-
cerns of adoptees (Small, 1979), adoptive parents (Flynn,
1979) and birth parents (Campbell, 1979) as they relate to
agency practices.

In summary, the practice-oriented literature sug-
gests new options and guidelines to deal with the adoptive
participants, with increasing awareness of the need to
serve the adoptee, the adoptive parents and the birth

parents.



CHAPTER III

METHODS, PROCEDURES AND DESCRIPTION OF SAMPLE

INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents background information on the
study data base, procedures involved in sample selection,
the instrument used, data coding procedures and a discus-
sion of the analytic techniques. Following this is a

description of the sample.

THE DATA BASE

The sample of letters used in this analysis is part
of a much larger data base. In 1978, an Advisory Panel
was appointed by the Secretary of Health and Human Services
to draft model adoption legislation and procedures. This
legislation and accompanying procedures were to serve as
a model for states to use in whole or in part in revising
their state laws relating to adoption. The advisory panel
drafted recommendations for model legislation and pro-
cedures and submitted the documents to then Secretary of
the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS),

Patricia Harris.

47
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The Model State Adoption Act covers the large range
of issues relevant to adoption policies and procedures.
The Act includes seven titles, each title including rele-
vant sections and subsections. The major titles include:
Title I: General Provisions; Title II: Placement for
Adoption; Title III: Termination of Parental Rights; Title
IV: Adoption Proceedings; Title V: Records; Title VI:
Agency Adoption Services; Title VII: Subsidized Adoption.
Although public comment on the Model Act focused on many
specific sections and subsections, the major issues of
concern included: the controversy over the open records
provisions, the rights of putative fathers, independent
adoptive placements, and relinquishment procedures.

According to law, the Secretary is required to publish

the recommendations in the Federal Register for public

comment. This was accomplished on February 15, 1980 and
notice was given that public comments would be received
until May 16, 1980. The public comment period was extended
to June 15, 1980 to allow sufficient time for the public to
respond to three subsections inadvertantly left out in the
original announcement but included in the May 5, 1980

Federal Register.

In addition to the opportunity for public comment
through written response, the Children's Bureau in the
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) held public

meetings in each of DHHS's ten regions to receive oral
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comments. The meetings were held from April 9 through
May 9.

Although the government sent announcements to local
newspapers regarding the meetings, most of the individuals
who commented probably heard about the announcement in
the Federal Register and the public meetings from other
sources. According to Diane Broadhurst (personal commu-
nication, 1984), the Executive Secretary of the Model
Legislation and Procedures Advisory Panel, information on
the content of the legislation and the upcoming hearings
was disseminated primarily through adoption organizations
and agencies. These include groups representing the dif-
ferent participants, for example, adoptive parent groups
(e.g., National Adoption Committee), adoptee groups (e.g.,
Adoptees' Liberty Movement Association, Adoptees in Search,
Adoptees Search Rights) and birth parent groups (e.g., Con-
cerned United Birthparents, Origins). The proposed legis-
lation and meetings were described in local and national
adoption organization publications, and organization mem-
bers received specific materials and position papers
relating to the legislation. 1In addition, large adoption
agencies with active parent groups disseminated information
and agency views on the proposed legislation to their
adoptive parents. For example, the Edna Gladney home in
Texas places a relatively large number of babies a year and

has a wealthy constituency. The agency itself participated
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in the public hearings and encouraged its adoptive parents
to write and present comments at the public hearings.

Further, individuals belonging to an organization or
affiliated with an agency wrote letters to their local
newspapers and promoted television and radio coverage of
the issue. The media coverage, which was extensive in some
areas, promoted a more widespread awareness of the proposed
legislation. Although it is unclear how the individuals
who commented heard about the legislation, it is probable
that most heard through an organization or from an organi-
zation member (Broadhurst, personal communication, 1984).

The public comment in response to the proposed act was
extensive; over 17,000 letters, testimonies and petitions
were received. The American Public Welfare Association,
under contract with the Children's Bureau (Department of
Health and Human Services), reviewed and organized the
comments (American Public Welfare Association, 1980). The
comments were categorized into 15 groups: six groups of
individuals and nine groups of organizational commentators.

The individual commmentators include:

® Adult adoptees. Any commentator who indicated that

he had been adopted. Although the category is

labeled "adult adoptees," it also includes several
minors.

¢ Adoptive parents. Persons who indicated that they
had adopted a child, but not prospective adoptive
parents.
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Birth parents. Persons who wrote from the perspec-
tive of a parent who had relinquished a child for
adoption or whose rights had been involuntarily
terminated.

Judiciary. Judges, whether federal, state, or
TocaT.

Elected officials. Persons who held an elective
office at any level. Also included in this cate-
gory were staff members speaking for the elected
official.

Concerned citizens. Concerned citizens include all
individuals who did not identify themselves as one
of the five types of commentators listed above. As
a catch—-all, it no doubt includes many who could
have been included in some other category, had they
spoken of themselves in other terms. It also in-
cludes relatives of adoptees, birth parents, and
adoptive parents as well as all manner of profes-
sional persons such as physicians, attorneys, and
social workers who did not speak in some organiza-
tional category classified below. It may also
include prospective adoptive parents.

The organization commentator groups include:

Adult adoptee groups. Groups primarily or exclu-
sively representing adult adoptees.

Birth parent groups. Groups primarily or exclu-
sively representing birth parents.

Adoptive parent groups. Groups primarily or ex-
clusively representing adoptive parents.

National organizations. Organizations which have

a national focus or constituency, for example,
Child Welfare League of America, Children's Legal
Defense Fund, and National Association of Social
Workers. This, however, does not include adoptee,
birth mother, or adoptive parent groups national in
scope.

Voluntary agencies. Adoption, child-placing,
child-caring, and social service agencies which are
not publicly-funded. Some of these agencies may
provide services in more than one state, but would
still be considered to be licensed agencies in the
states in which they operate.
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e State agencies. Public state social services agen-
cies, including local offices of the public state
agency.

e State/local organizations. To some extent, this
category is, for organizational commentators, anal-
ogous to the concerned citizens. It includes a
variety of organizations which are not voluntary or
publicly-funded agencies and which do not serve a
national constituency (state or local chapters of
national organizations and state or local interest
groups, for example).

® Public agencies. Public agencies include all
publicly~-funded local agencies not classified as
state agencies (county adoption or social services
departments, for example, in county-administered
states) and the regional adoption resource centers
and child welfare training centers funded through
grants from HHS.

® Universities. Universities, departments or schools
within universities, and entities attached to uni-
versities. (American Public Welfare Association,
1981, pp. 6-7)

A summary of the number of commentators by type of comment
is presented in Appendix B.

Although the Model Adoption Act advisory panel re-
viewed the comments and revised the Act to incorporate many
of the issues raised, the final version released by the
Department of Health and Human Services was substantially
different than the proposed version. According to
Broadhurst and Gross (1982), the final version is flawed
and in many instances inconsistent with existing federal
legislation. Consequently, most states have not adopted

the Model Act (Broadhurst, personal communication, 1985).
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PROCEDURES FOR SAMPLE SELECTION

The central issue of this study is to develop an
understanding of how the key participants in the adoption
triangle--the adoptee, the adoptive parents and the birth
parents--view the adoption experience, specifically as it
pertains to open versus sealed records. Consequently, the
comments of interest in this analysis are those sent from
these three groups. Further, the analysis is limited to
written comments and excludes oral testimony and petitions.
The content of oral testimony highlights many of the same
issues as contained in the letters, yet the oral testimony
was limited to individuals who were proximate to and/or
able to attend the public meetings. The written comments,
on the other hand, are from a larger group of individuals,
and include many who may not have been able or desired to
attend the meetings. Petitions were excluded from this
analysis because they usually just included statements of
support or opposition to the Act. This analysis focuses on
the experiences and perspectives of the key participants
which generally are not elucidated in the petitions.

The data base for this analysis includes 2,881 let-

ters. The distribution is as follows:

Respondent Type Number Percent of Total
Adult Adoptee 894 31
Adoptive Parents 1,611 56
Birth Parents 376 13

TOTAL 2,881
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The letters were sent primarily to the office of
Diane Broadhurst, Executive Director of the Advisory Panel,
located in the Department of Health and Human Services
office building. Letters addressed to others also were
forwarded to Ms. Broadhurst for response and tabulation.

The letters were organized by type of commentator.

THE SAMPLING APPROACH

The 2,881 letters are probably not representative of
the population of each of the groups, but rather include
the views of those individuals who are the type to respond
to an issue of concern to them. These individuals probably
belong to and may be active in adoption organizations,
since these organizations were probably the primary mode of
information dissemination on the legislation and hearings.
However, because these individuals are vocal and activists
they are also the ones who are most likely to influence
policy and decision makers. Thus, this sample is one which
serves as an excellent basis for examining policy issues,
specifically legislation dealing with adoption records.
Consequently, the inability to generalize findings to the
respective populations does not affect the meaningfulness
or worth of these study findings. The available data base
provides an opportunity to learn more about a controver-
sial and heavily emotional topic and to use what is learned

to assist policymakers and legislators to make informed
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decisions on the issue. This constitutes a major contribu-
tion to the state-of-the—-art knowledge in the area.

The focus of this policy analysis is to identify the
major concerns of individuals in the adoption triangle,
and to interpret these views within the context of policy
formation. During the initial readings of the letters it
became apparent that the same types of themes kept emerg-
ing. Consequently, it was not considered necessary to
analyze the entire universe of letters. Rather, a sample
of the letters would contain the diversity and richness of
content.

The question of how many letters to sample was a dif-
ficult one to address. There are no clear-cut methodolog-
ical rules regarding sample size when conducting qualita-
tive analysis. Thus theoretical considerations guided
the decision regarding how many letters to include in the
sample. After reading and categorizing comments in 30
letters, it became apparent that the comments categorized
fell into specific themes topics. Further, at 60 letters,
there were sufficient data to document different dimensions
of the themes and identify similarities and differences in
views across the three groups. I decided that coding at
least 100 letters in each of the respondent groups would
ensure that there were adequate data to describe the dif-
ferent perspectives as well as to ensure that no major

themes were excluded.
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Coding at least 100 letters represented approximately
25 percent of birth parent letters and 15 percent of adop-
tees. However, 100 letters was only about 6 percent of
the adoptive parent letters. Further, there appeared to
be a higher incidence of form letters in the adoptive par-
ent group than the other groups. Because the comments in
the form letters were not going to be content analyzed (the
reasons for this are discussed subsequently), it was impor-
tant to increase the sample size to achieve an approximate
number of individually-composed (original) letters from
adoptive parents. In the preliminary reading about one-
third of the adoptive parent letters selected were form
letters. Therefore, I considered 150 letters a sufficient
data base to generate an adequate number of individually-
composed adoptive parent letters to analyze.

The initial preliminary reading phase also revealed
that approximately 10 percent of all letters were simple
statements of support or opposition to open records spe-
cifically, or the law generally. To accommodate these
letters, I increased each of the respondent samples by
approximately 10 percent.

The procedures used to select the sample of letters
from adoptees, birth parents and adoptive parents were
straightforward. Because the letters were in no order
(other than by category of writer), a selection of every

"nth" one within a writer category was used. The interval
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number was based on the total number of letters in each
respondent group, and the beginning one was chosen through

reference to a table of random numbers.

Sampling Procedure

Respondent No. of Letters Selection Sample

Group in Group Interval Size
Adoptees 894 every 8th 114
Adoptive Parents 1,611 every 10th 164
Birth Parents 376 every 3rd 113
Total 2,881 391
INSTRUMENT

An instrument was developed to record characteristics
of the letters and letter writers. The instrument covers
seven basic areas: writer identifying information (e.g.,
identification number, and role(s) in adoption process);
letter characteristics (e.g., presentation, format, focus,
position presented, number of pages, whether letter content
analyzed); writer characteristics (e.g., sex, affiliation
with organization, how writer refers to him/herself and
others); age (e.g., current, when adopted, when relin-
quished child); search (e.g., search undertaken, outcome of
search,‘support of family members for search activities);
family (e.g., other children in family and whether adopted,
family members' awareness of situation); and, number and

types of themes identified.
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The instrument is included in Appendix C. The instru-~
ment is designed to facilitate transfer to computer coding
forms and subsequent computer input.

To summarize, the instrument is the mechanism used to
code characteristics of the writer and the letter. The
information recorded provides a descriptive summary of the
letters and the adoptees, adoptive parents and birth par-
ents who wrote the letters.

The letters also were content analyzed and coded by
themes mentioned. An instrument was not developed for this
technique as the process was iterative and a formalized

instrument was unnecessary.

PROCEDURES

Two major procedures were employed. First, the
letters were examined and coded in terms of factual and
descriptive data. The instrument described above was
prepared for this purpose. Second, the letters were
content analyzed using the constant comparative method of
Glaser and Straus (1967). This method of coding and
analysis is an alternative to traditional techniques that
"convert qualitative data into crudely quantifiable form"
(p. 101). The constant comparative method involves joint
coding and analysis that allows the researcher to examine
concepts by identifying underlying uniformities and diver-
sities. This is accomplished by comparing each incident,

or comment in this case, with previous comments coded in
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the same category. The preliminary content analysis proce-
dures are discussed in this section; the subsequent analy-
tic techniques are described in the analysis section.
However, before discussing the content analysis procedures,
the data recording procedures using the instrument are
described.

Recording the Data

The procedures involved in recording data on the in-
strument are straightforward. Each letter was read and
the information was recorded on the instrument. In some
instances categories were added or deleted due to insuffi-
cient data in the letters. Because the letters are not
responses to a questionnaire, the information contained in
them is simply what the writer chose to include. Once the
data were coded and checked for consistency, they were
input and computer analyzed.

The Content Analysis

The content analysis involved more complex procedures.
First, decisions needed to be made regarding which letters
would be content analyzed (e.g., should modified form let-
ters be included?). Second, the letters were examined to
identify preliminary theme topics. Third, a pilot was con-
ducted to test the appropriateness and meaningfulness of
the themes identifed. Finally, the final themes were

identified and the letters were content analyzed and
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color-coded according to themes. Each of these procedures
is described in more detail below.

Selection of Letters for Content Analysis. As dis-

cussed earlier, the data base includes various types of
letters. For the purposes of analysis, the following five

were considered critical:

e Form letter
e Modified form letter
e lLetter with attached form

e Simple statement of support or opposition for
open/closed records and/or the law

e Original letter

The form letter and modifications present particular
problems in terms of analysis. Because they are part of
the data base and sample they cannot simply be ignored.
Yet, from a theoretical perspective, their contents
contribute nothing to the primary purposes of the analy-

sis--gaining a better understanding of individuals' experi-

ences and realities. The form letters are usually prepared
by organizations and distributed to their membership. The
content of the form letter generally is pragmatic, to the
point and contains no sense of feeling or emotion. Conse-
quently, when perusing through all the adoptive parent
letters, I felt that as a group they approached the issue
more pragmatically and from a distance. However, my per-

ceptions may have been based on the relatively large number
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of form letters included in the sample. Thus, I decided
not to include the forms as part of the sample of letters
content analyzed because I do not believe they reflect the
major focus of the analysis-—-the experiences and views of
individuals. Although the form letters will not be content
analyzed, if selected in the sampling process, they will be
counted and included in a description of the study sample.

Another type of form letter, what I am calling a modi-
fied form letter, presents an even more complicated prob-
lem. Again, most modified form letters were sent by adop-
tive parents. As I reviewed and coded the letters during
the preliminary reading I began to recognize similar
phrases, paragraphs and even the body of the letter. In a
couple of instances I located the letter sent by an organi-
zation to its membership. The letter identified specific
positions and urged the member to write a letter presenting
these positions. In many cases, the writer copied verbatim
the organization letter, adding only brief introductory
and/or closing sections. The issue of whether, and if so
under what conditions, to code these types of letters is a
difficult one. Methodology books generally do not provide
criteria on how to deal with these situations. Again,
theoretical considerations guided the decision making.
Because I am interested in individual's experiences, 1
coded modified form letters that contained original state-

ments of opinion. I did not code those sections of the
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letter lifted directly from the form because these state-
ments represented organizational rather than personal
views. However, if the respondent rewrote the position so
that it was appreciably different in style and format, I
coded the comment. The basic rule of thumb I followed was
that the change reflected a minimum of 50 percent rewriting
by the respondent.

There also were letters which had attached forms. 1In
these instances, I coded the content of the letter and
ignored the content of the form. However, as with the form
letters and modified form letters, they were counted as
part of the sample.

The letters which included only statements of support
or opposition to the law were counted in the sample but not
content analyzed because they contained no data on individ-
uals' experiences.

Original letters, the fifth type, were content ana-
lyzed and are the core of the analysis.

Identify Preliminary Theme Topics. The first step in

the content analysis process was to generate categories,
i.e., theme topics. Initially, I read about 80 letters to
gain an understanding of the types of issues addressed and
possible themes. Based on this initial reading, approxi-
mately 20 themes were identified. I then coded 60 letters,
20 from each respondent group, to examine the appropriate-

ness and meaningfulness of the themes identified. From
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this initial coding experience, most of the comments fell
into one or more of nine categories. Further, within these
nine categories, four seemed to be a subtheme of one of the
remaining five. I regrouped the nine categories, consoli-
dating them into five general themes.

Pilot Test. I conducted a pilot test of 60 letters, 20

from each group, using the five themes. Each of the themes
was represented by a color; as I reviewed the letters,
statements were underlined with the appropriate color(s).

A statement could fit into more than one theme although
this did not occur often. The coded comments were then
organized and typed into lists according to role in adop-
tion process (adoptee, adoptive parent or birth parent) and
theme identified to examine the consistency of each of the
categories. Copies of these lists were submitted to a
panel of five judges for review and comment. These indi-
viduals are all social science researchers with experience
in qualitative analysis. Individual and group meetings
were held with these individuals to obtain their comments
regarding the consistency and richness of the themes.

Based on their suggestions, one of the themes was changed
to accommodate a wider variety of views within the theme.
The final five themes are: justice; identity; well being;
feelings about others in the adoption triangle; and family.

Content Analysis of the lLetters. Each letter was

analyzed and comments were color-coded by theme (i.e.,
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justice, identity, well-being, feelings for others, and
family). The comments were then typed by theme and writer
(adoptee, adoptive parent, birth parent). The comments
were also organized according to letter identification
number to illustrate the number of comments (related
to a single theme) in a letter. This I.D. number enabled
easy identification of the letter if the commment was un-
clear and needed to be reviewed in the context of other
information in the letter. Each of the lists were then re-

viewed to ensure that the comments fit the theme category.

ANALYSIS

Two different but complementary techniques were
used to analyze the letters. The first type of analysis
involves an examination of the data recorded on the in-
strument. Preliminary analysis of this data involved
generating total frequencies for all instrument items, and
frequencies by type of respondent (adoptee, adoptive par-
ent, birth parent). Subsequently, frequencies were tabu-
lated for those letters content analyzed (85 percent of the
letters) by type of respondent. The descriptive, instru-
ment~coded information provides a numerical count of key
characteristics to describe the sample. It also provides a
context for understanding the qualitatively-analyzed data
and supplements the discussion of the themes. For example,
in analyzing the letters a major theme that emerges is

"identity"--what identity means to each of the groups and
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their opinions on the concept of identity for each other.
The instrument includes a section on how each of the
writers refers to themselves and others. The labeling of
the biological parent as "birth mother," '"natural parent"
or other references is also an indicator of family defini-
tions, and the references used by each group is incorpor-
ated in the discussion of the family theme.

Second, a content analysis was undertaken to identify
and describe major themes raised by the writers. As dis-
cussed earlier, the preliminary procedures involved in the
content analysis resulted in identifying the five themes
and color-coding the letters by theme type.

The 1list of typed comments were then analyzed. With-
in a theme, different dimensions emerged. For example, in
analyzing the justice theme, most comments address at least
one of three dimensions--(1) whose rights, (2) the types of
rights, and (3) the basis for the rights. Within each of
these dimensions, specific categories were identified, for
example:

® Whose rights? (e.g., the adoptee, the birth par-
ent, the adoptive parents, and "every" person)

e Types of rights (e.g., rights to know identity,
have access to information, and privacy)

® The basis of the rights (e.g., contractual or
"universal" human rights)

Each comment, the unit of analysis, was analyzed and
coded according to the categories in each of the dimen-

sions. Subsequently, the results were counted and arrayed
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in a tabular format. However, the manual counting and tab-
ulating was not done for statistical or report presentation
purposes; the frequency in each category guided the guali-
tative analysis and lent a basis for discussion of the im~-
portance of categories within dimensions. Further, the
coding by category enabled easy identification of specific
comments which exemplified aspects of a dimension. By cod-
ing the comments and tabulating results, I also guarded
against an inclination to remember specific comments and
assume they represented the dominant views or to confirm
preexisting perceptions of the actors' opinions.

To summarize, the study involves two techniques of
analysis: (1) descriptive analysis, using the factual data
recorded on study instruments and generating frequencies
for all items, and (2) content analysis of the letters
using the constant comparative analysis method. The data
base for both types of analyses were the letters. The two
techniques, the recording of factual information on a
structured instrument and the content analysis, together
provide a comprehensive data base from which the dynamics
and characteristics of issues surrounding sealed records

can be described.

SAMPLE DESCRIPTION
As mentioned earlier, letters from 114 adoptees,
164 adoptive parents and 113 birth parents were selected

for inclusion in the study sample. Of the 391 letters
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selected, 333 (85%) were content analyzed, 90 percent of
the adoptee letters, 77 percent of the adoptive parents
letters and 91 percent of the birth parent letters. The
primary type of letter excluded from the content analysis
were letters which simply included statements of support or
opposition (59% of those excluded). The other major rea-
sons were that the letters were form or modified form let-
ters (34% of those excluded) (see Table 1 in Appendix A).
The following sections describe writer characteristics
(e.g., sex, age) and letter characteristics (e.g., format
and presentation) for those letters that were content ana-
lyzed. Because the findings are based on this subsample
of letters, the inclusion of characteristics of other
letters is not appropriate or meaningful. Finally, there
is a brief discussion of the themes that emerged in the
analysis. This discussion presents data on all themes for
all letters content analyzed. Individual themes are dis-
cussed separately in the findings chapters.

Writer Characteristics

Most of the respondents, 73 percent, are female.
Eighty-two percent of the adoptees, 44 percent of the
adoptive parents and 98 percent of the birth parents are
female* (see Table 3). The large percentage of female

adoptees is consistent with other adoption studies that

*In four cases it was not possible to ascertain sex of the
letter writer.
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are based on voluntary participation (e.g., Kowal and
Schilling, 1985; Sorosky, Baran and Pannor, 1975). The
adoptive parent sample also includes a sizable percentage
of letters written by both parents (38 percent). Nineteen
percent of the letters were written by men. The overwhelm-
ing majority of birth parents are female; this could re-
flect the nonstatus of unwed fathers in our society.
Because the birth parent sample consists of birth mothers,
with one exception, the term "birth mother'" will be used
when referring to this respondent group.

Another way to look at the sample is in terms of fa-
milial role. Most adoptees (92%) wrote in as individuals,
although a few letters (1%) include the signature of the
adoptee and her/his spouse. Adoptive mothers wrote most
frequently (43%), followed closely by those adoptive
couples who wrote (38%). Adoptive fathers wrote least
frequently (19%). With one exception, the birth mother was
the letter writer (see Table 3).

The age of the letter writer also was coded; unfortu-
nately, this information is missing from 52 percent of the
adoptee letters, 99 percent of the adoptive parent letters
and 87 percent of the birth mother letters. Of the 4¢
adoptees who indicate their age, 27 percent are between the
ages of 31-40 and 41-50, 22 percent between 21-30, 18 per-
cent over 50 and 6 percent 20 or under. The mean and

median age for adoptees is 39, and the range is from 12 to
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62 years old. The wide range of age distribution concurs
with Triseliotis' (1984) contention that being adopted is
a life long process, and the interest in one's biological
origins is not associated with one particular age group.

The one adoptive parent who indicates her age is 44.
Of the 13 birth mothers who include their age in the let-
ter, the majority (62%) are 31-40 (see Table 2).

The letters also were reviewed to ascertain the age of
the adopted child, the age the child was adopted, and the
age of the birth mother when she relinquished the child.
Again, much of this information is not included in the
letters. Most adoptive parents (85%) do not indicate the
age of their adopted children. Of those who do, the major-
ity indicate that their children are 18 years old or
younger. Birth mothers are more likely to report the age
of their children (74%). The children range in age from 7
to 50 years old, with the mean age 21 and the median 18. A
slight majority of the children (51 percent) are 18 years
of age or under, and most of the remaining are between 19
to 30 years old (see Table 4).

Nine percent of the adoptees, 11 percent of the adop-
tive parents and 59 percent of the birth mothers indicate
the age the child was adopted. Of those who include this
information, the overwhelming majority in each group note
that the child was adopted as an infant, one year old or

younger. Sixty-seven percent of the adoptees, 100 percent
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of the adoptive parents and 95 percent of the birth mothers
state that the adoption occurred with an infant (see Table
4). Thus, if those who indicate the age of adoption is
similar to the sample population, this sample reflects the
concerns primarily of those involved in traditional infant
adoptions, as opposed to older children adoptions.

The age of the birth mother when she relinquished
the child is identified by only 16 percent of the birth
mothers and just one percent of the adoptees and adoptive
parents. Most of the birth mothers relinquished when they
were teenagers. Based on the birth mother letters, 29
percent were 15 or 16, 29 percent 17 or 18, 24 percent 19
or 20, and 18 percent 21 or 24.

The sample includes individuals from every geographic
region in the country, as well as representing urban and
rural areas. Most of the adoptees (52%) are from the
western region of the country; 15 percent are from the
northeast, and 16 percent are from the south and the north
central regions (U.S. Census Bureau Region classifica-
tions). There is a large concentration of adoptees located
in the state of California, 41 percent of all adoptees.
Forty percent of the adoptive parents are from the south
region, 32 percent from the north central, 18 percent from
the west and 10 percent from the north east. A sizable
proportion of the adoptive parents are from two states,

Texas (23%) and Ohio (18%) (see Table 2). The large
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concentration of adoptees in California and adoptive par-
ents in Texas and Ohio reflects the geographic distribution
in the total study data base. Because identifying informa-
tion was removed from the birth mothers' letters, geo-
graphic location could not be determined.

Although the major method for disseminating informa-
tion about the legislation and public hearings was through
organizational efforts, few of the writers indicate an af-
filiation with an organization (6% of adoptees, 1% of adop-
tive parents, and 5% of birth mothers). This absence of
information does not mean that writers did not belong to
an organization, just that they did not mention it in their
letters. (Also, form letters, typically from individuals
belonging to an organization, were not content analyzed.)

A writer was considered affiliated with a group if he/she
mentioned it in the letter or wrote on stationary including
the organization's motto. The most frequently mentioned
group by adoptees was Adoptee Liberation Movement Associa-
tion (ALMA) and Concerned United Birthparents (CUB) by
birth mothers.

Information about the writer's position toward the
provision in the Model Act that opens adoptee access to
records was coded. The overwhelming majority of the adopt-
ees and birth mothers support this provision, 93 percent
and 95 percent respectively. Adoptive parents generally

oppose the provision; 82 percent indicate opposition. Nine
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percent of the adoptive parents state their support of the
provision and another 10 percent support the provision but
only under specific conditions (e.g., birth parent permis-
sion to reveal identifying information) (see Table 5). The
positions taken by the adoption participants toward opening
records is similar to that found in other investigations
(e.g., Sorosky, et al., 1979). The implications of the
participants' positions are discussed within the context of
findings presented in later chapters.

Finally, writer search activities were examined. This
topic, along with the participant's position, provides an
understanding of the sample population in terms of the
level and intensity of their feelings about the adoption
record controversy. Of the adoptees who mention search
activities in their letters (46%), most indicate that they
have or are searching for their birth parents; 83 percent
report searching. Two percent said they are not searching,
9 percent indicate they are not interested in ever search-
ing and 6 percent indicate they are not searching now but
may in the future. Four percent of the adoptive parents
report searching, usually with their adopted children, and
17 percent of the birth mothers report search activities.
Of the 46 percent of adoptees, 40 percent of adoptive par-
ents and 47 percent of birth mothers who com pleted their
search, the overwhelming majority report positive reunion

outcomes (see Table 6).
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In summary, most of the letter writers are females.
Most of the parents who wrote are mothers, although a num-
ber of couples also wrote in. Of those who indicate their
age, most adoptees are 21 to 50, and birth mothers 31 to
40. A slight majority of the children of the adoptive
parents and birth mothers are 18 years old or younger.

Most adoptions occurred when the child was an infant, one

year old or younger. Most of the birth mothers were teen-
agers when they relinquished their children. The popula-

tion includes individuals from every geographic region.

The overwhelming majority of adoptees and birth moth-
ers support open adoption records; the adoptive parents
generally oppose them. Of those who report on search
activities, most are or have searched, completed the search
and have experienced positive reunion outcomes.

Letter Format and Presentation

The birth mother letters are handwritten (69%),
whereas 50 percent of the adoptee and only 36 percent of
the adoptive parent letters are handwritten. The larger
percentage of adoptive parent letters typed may be related
to greater access to resources, or a result of an organiza-
tional influence. Most of the letters are written on plain
paper or personal stationary; however, 12 percent of the
adoptive parent and 7 percent of the adoptees write on

employment stationary. Approximately two-thirds of the
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letters for each group are one page, with most of the
remaining letters two pages in length (see Table 7).

Most of the letters are addressed to Diane Broadhurst,
the Executive Secretary. A few are carbon copied to other
individuals (e.g., the President and Secretary of the
Department of Health and Human Services). All of the let-
ters were sent in 1980, with many sent proximate to the
public hearing dates in their communities.

The Themes

As mentioned earlier, five themes emerge from the
letters: Jjustice, identity, well being, feelings about
others, and, family. Justice is the most frequently men-
tioned for each respondent group (67% of adoptees, 69% of
adoptive parents, and 70% of the birth mothers). Identity
and well being also are identified by a majority of the
respondents, although identity is primarily an issue for
the adoptees. Feelings about others and family are iden-
tified as important issues by less than a third of the
respondents (see Table 8).

Most of the respondents mention two or more themes in
their letters (88% of the adoptees, 65% of the adoptive
parents and 69% of the birth mothers). Adoptees are more
likely than the other respondents to comment on multiple
themes. For example, 18 percent of the adoptees, as com-

pared to 10 percent of the adoptive parents and 9 percent
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of the birth mothers mention four or more themes in their
letters (see Table 9).

An examination of the number of comments per letter
for each theme type reveals that most respondents comment
once on a specific theme type. Respondents are more likely
to make more than one comment when either of two themes are

being addressed--justice and well being (see Table 10).



CHAPTER 1V

THE JUSTICE THEME

Justice, the principle of moral rightness, fairness and
equity, is the most prevalent theme in the letters. This
prevalence can be explained by the legal underpinnings of
the adoption process. Adggt%qpmis a legal act; regardless
of the social ramifications the action itself is based on
legal statutes. The assumption is that these laws, as all
laws, are based on what is just and fair--and that individ-
ual's rights are recognized. The adoptees, adoptive parents
and birth mothers express concerns related to justice, fo-
cusing their comments on whose rights are being protected,
violated or ignored and the types of rights involved. Often
their reasons for supporting or opposing open adoption
records is based on what they consider fair, or what they
believe '"society" deems as fair. Further, the proposed
Model Adoption Act, the document which stimulated the
comments of these groups, includes model legislation that,
if adopted by legislatures, would change most state's
adoption laws. Therefore, the overwhelming concern about
justice is expected.

76
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Justice is identified as the most important theme for
each respondent group—--the adoptees, the adoptive parents
and the birth mothers. And, they are equally interested in
the theme. Approximately 67 percent of adoptees, 69 per-
cent of adoptive parents and 70 percent of birth mothers
include statements in their letters relating to the justice
theme. (See Table 11 in Appendix A.)

The analysis of the comments yields three major
dimensions that are present in the letters of adoptees,
adoptive parents and birth mothers: (1) whose rights are
involved, (2) the types of rights, and, (3) the basis for
these rights.

As to whose rights are involved, individuals most
often discuss the rights of one of three participants in
the adoption triangle--the adoptee, the adoptive parent
and/or the birth parent. In some instances, pairs of
participants are discussed--such as, thewgiggﬁs Qﬁ_the
birth parent and the adoptive parents, or the adoptive
pafenfwgggwtﬁe childQ' There also is mention of the rights
of "evefy»;érson" or individual--the universal rather than
an adoption participant.

The types of rights identified are numerous. However,
three are most frequently discussed: (1) the basic right
to know her/his identity, background, parentage and heri-
tégé‘(é) the rigﬁt to have access to adoption records and

information, birth certificate and similar documentation,
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and (3) the rightﬂyp privacy, confidentiality, and freedom
from intrusion. Other types of rights are mentioned less
fredueﬂtly ind include: right to medical information;
right to become acquainted with child/ birth parent; right
to have the choice to know identity; right to truth; right
to know if her/his child alive; right to know relatives;
rights related to relinquishment of child; rights of
mother; and right of ownership.

Two bases or justifications for the rights are dis-
cussed--(1) contract or legal basis--that is, that the
right is based on what was agreed upon in the adoption
"contract" or what is '"legal" and (2) abstract basis--that
is, a more philosophical and less tangible source, a fun-
damental right based on universal precepts or laws.

The respondents' support or opposition of the open
records provision of the proposed Model Act provides a con-
text for understanding the focus of their comments. Adopt-
ees and birth mothers overwhelmingly support the provision,
93 percent and 95 percent respectively. Only nine percent
of the adoptive parents indicate unqualified support for
open records, whereas 10 percent support the provision
under specified conditions (e.g., only with permission of
birth parents). The remaining 82 percent oppose the

provision (see Table 5).
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The following sections present the comments of each of
the adoption participant groups regarding the three justice

dimensions.

ADOPTEES

Whose Rights

Most adoptees comment on their rights, as individual
adoptees, or the rights of adoptees generally. On an
individual level, adoptees use the first person to present
their opinion, e.g., ". . . I have the right to know

."; or the collective "we have these rights . . ."
Others comment generally on the rights of all adoptees to
have access to information.

The focus on the adoptee's rights, rather than the
rights of adoptive parents or birth parents reflects the
legal status of adoptees. Adoption laws are designed to
deal with the adopted Egiléi“vThe adoptees in the sample
a?éwédults, and as adults they are generally denied repre-
sentation in current decisions about what took place when
they were infants. From their perspective, the adoptive
parents and birth parents participated as adults in the
adoption action, and ostensibly had the opportunity to
protect their rights.

Types of Rights

The adoptee letters include statements relating to the
justice theme that explain their support for open adoption

records. Two rights are focused on most frequently——the
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right to know her/his identity and the right to have access
to records.

The right to know one's identity is mentioned most
often. Some adoptees use the term identity within a psy-
chological context, maintaining their right to a '"sense of
identity,"” and "our true identity." Other adoptees discuss
identity in cultural and ethnic terms describing the right
to know one's background, heritage and parentage. Some
adoptees discuss not only their rights related to identity,
but the rights of their children; as two adoptees write:

I feel they (my children) as well as I, have every
right to know their heritage.

I find it incomprehensible for my right to know my
heritage, and also my children's to be so flagrantly
denied.

The second type of right identified by adoptees is the
right to have access to background information, adoption
records, birth certificates and similar documentation.

Adoptees write about their right to access, for

example:

Access to your records is a right . . . return to us
that which has been taken away.

Another adoptee notes:

Strangers have access to records but we are not
allowed to know.

One adoptee discusses the issue in terms of discrimination:
The deprivation of an adult citizen's right to obtain

copies of personal birth/adoption records is blatant
discrimination.
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The right to access information is a dimension that
consistently appears in the literature pertaining to open
records. Both the lay and legal literature describe the
deprivation of this right, and, in some cases, the dis-
criminatory effects. Arguments justifying sealed records
are viewed by some as rationalizations in defense of
discrimination.

Access to records to obtain medical history is a con-
cern to some adoptees; one adoptee writes:

Having suffered a heart attack, . . . and a hint I

might be a carrier of Hemophlia I feel that being

denied medical history of our families is not only

immoral but borders on murder.
The lack of medical information, however, is often resolved
by providing medical data without including identifying
information on the birth parents (Harrington, 1984).

Although rights to identity and access to records are
cited most often, adoptees also comment on other rights.
The right to privacy and confidentiality is described by a
few adoptees. One adoptee discusses the rights of privacy
of the biological parents relative to her rights to know:

How can records be sealed and closed and biological

parents given a right to privacy as against his or her

offspring?

An adoptee who opposes open records comments:

These adoption records were sealed at the time of my

adoption, never to be revealed, and I feel they should

thus remain sealed. . . . Please respect my privacy,
as guaranteed me in the Constitution.
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A few other types of rights are identified by adoptees,
including the right to get acquainted--to meet the

birthparent:

Why should we be denied the right to get acquainted?
All because of some stupid law that was put into
effect without our knowledge or consent.

and the rights of a mother:
As a mother looking at her own children I am only too
aware of how my natural mother must suffer as I do at
being denied our most basic and natural right--that of
a mother-child relationship.

Basis for the Rights

Adoptees most frequently refer to abstract reasons to
justify their rights--these reasons include refefence to
such terms as "basic human rights," "rights as an adult,"
"U.S. citizen rights," and "basic human freedoms." How-
ever, some adoptees cite circumstances related to the adop-
tion process itself. As one adoptee writes:

I didn't ask to born nor did I ask to be adopted out,
and I shouldn't be punished for a decision in which

I had no active part. 1It's as though we are merely
pieces of property '"sold" from "owner" to another
and until we die we're the property of the adopting
"owners."

Other adoptees echo this feeling of being denied rights
because of their status as children. They comment:

Why are we discriminated against when we were help-
less children who could not defend our rights or have
others to do so?

Adoptees have become adult victims of contracts de-
signed to provide for them as children. Understand-
ably, as children we had no legal voice in the matter
but as adults we must have the right to exercise a
voice.
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As with the dimension concerning whose rights, the is-
sue of the adoptee being treated as a child is raised. "lIn
most states adults adopted as children remain forever chil-
dren in terms of adoption law and practice" (Small, 1979,
p. 42). Lifton (1979) suggests that the absence of re-
search on the adult adoptee may reflect "society's diffi-
culty in thinking of the Adoptee as someone who actually
grows up" (p. 63). The findings from this study reveal the
frustrations associated with both being treated as a child,
and with having to live with decisions regarding the adop-
tion made by others.

In summary, adoptees write about their rights to know
their identities, their backgrounds and the right to have
access to records which would provide the information.
Adoptees most often focus on their own rights rather than
rights of others in the adoption triangle. Adoptees con-
sider these rights '"basic human" rights, due to every per-
son, citizen and/or adult. Most (93%) of the adoptees sup-
port open records and consider it their right to have
access to information in the records. Adoptees do not com-
ment on their relationships with their adoptive parents as
a reason for seeking to know their identities. Rather,
most adoptees comment on their closeness with their adop-
tive parents and state that they are not searching for
"new" parents, but only information on themselves and their

heritage. Yet, their insistence that the search for



84
information is not associated with their adoptive family
relationships is a position that may be more acceptable
than simply a need to know. Adoptees are expected to be
grateful to their adoptive parents, and a desire to search
is considered an action disloyal to the parents that took
them in and raised them. Thus, their declaration of strong
adoptive family ties may be viewed as a way to promote the

acceptability of the search.

ADOPTIVE PARENTS

Whose Rights

Adoptive parents most frequently discuss the birth
parents' rights; however, they cite their rights as adop-
tive parents and the rights of adoptees almost as fre-
quently. Adoptive parents' concern with the rights of the
birth parent reflects the social mores which label the
birth mother as a woman shamed. Although societal atti-
tudes toward unwed parents have changed, the adoptive
parents still seem to view the relinquishment as an embar-
rassment for the birth mother. Because the circumstances
of the child's relinquishment are seen as undesirable, it
is understandable that adoptive parents express strong
feelings about the birth parent's rights, specifically the
rights of privacy. At the same time, the adoptive parents'
discussion of their own privacy rights parallels that of

the birth parent. Their concern with the rights of the
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birth parents may be simply a rationalization for an exten-
sion of their own rights. Similarly, the discussion of
adoptees' rights is directed toward the right of the
adoptee to be left alone—--that the birth parents not be
able to intrude. The adoptive parents' comments regarding
whose rights reveal a position which favors the status quo
of sealed records and the relative rights and responsibil-
ities of those involved.

Types of Rights

Most of the adoptive parents' comments focus on the
privacy and confidentiality rights of the different par-
ticipants in the adoption process.

In discussing their own rights to privacy and confi-
dentiality, they refer to the promises made at the time of
the adoption and the betrayal of trust open records would
cause. Adoptive parents' comments reflecting this concern
include:

Please protect our rights as parents! Do not let us

be subject to a changing law that once guaranteed us

complete confidentiality and security in the adoption
of our children.

At the time of their adoption, we were promised that

the records would be sealed, and in exchange we prom-

ised to love, protect, and be supportive of these
children all their lives because from that date on we
were their parents. We have kept our promise! What
about the State?

In discussing their rights concerning confidentiality

of adoption records, adoptive parents express concern
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regarding intrusion by the birthparents. As one adoptive
mother writes:

We were told the records would be kept very CONFIDEN-
TIAL and expected it to remain so . . . what are we to
do if one of them comes knocking at our door?
An adoptive father describes an extreme situation which
could occur if records were open:
Any regulations should be certain to provide that the
biological parents of the child should have no knowl-
edge or means of gaining knowledge of the adoptive
parents of the child. The most extreme thing that
could happen would be that a rapist could require the
names of the adopted (sic) parents and with probable
consequence blackmail and other unfortunate results.
The examples they provide about unsolicited visitation by
the birth parents are not realistic given the position in
the Model Act that would not open records until the adoptee
became an adult. Further, there is no evidence to substan-
tiate adoptive parents' fears that they would lose their
children to the birth parents if records were open.
Studies conducted in England, where adoption records are
accessible, indicate that the availability does not re-
sult in adverse situations (Day, 1979; Leeding, 1977; &
Triseliotis, 1984). The extreme scenarios described by the
adoptive parents appear to be an overeactive response, sim-
ilar to the position that restrooms would become unisex if
the Equal Rights Amendment were passed. It is unclear
whether the parents who wrote these comments believe these

extreme situations will occur, or whether the comments are

exaggerations to make a point.
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A major concern expressed by the adoptive parents is
the privacy of the birth mother. The adoptive parents dis-
cuss the promises made to the birth mothers, as well as
possible future consequences if this privacy is not pro-
tected. The secrecy that characterizes the adoption pro-
cess is identified as an issue in some of the comments.
Specifically, the comments focus on the birth mother's need
for secrecy. This concern appears to be based on the
stigma of illegitimacy--that the secrecy surrounding the
adoption process has been fostered by societal attitudes
about sexuality, which ostracized unmarried women who
became pregnant. The comments reflect this concern for
secrecy, to keep hidden the birth mother's past to allow
her to build a new life. Adoptive parents also cite the
consequences of not protecting this right to privacy such
as, "more abortions," "unfit parents keeping the child,"”
and ''child abuse."

Typical comments about the birth parent's right to
privacy include:

Many mothers want this kept secret and would not think
of adoption if their identity may be revealed later.

opening of confidential birth records . .
seems to almost violate the rights of biological
parents who may have established lives of their own
and wish to remain anonymous.

(The proposed law) eliminates the confidentiality
which exists for the birthparents. This is a primary
factor in the decision to continue the pregnancy . .
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Adoptive parents also discuss privacy in terms of protect-
ing the rights of both adoptive and birth parents. One
adoptive father comments:

After assurances of confidentiality have been made to

many thousands of natural parents and adoptive parents

over the years, it is unthinkable that adoption agen-
cies and others should now be told to breach those
promises.

An adoptive mother writes:

The adoptive parents and the birthparent entered into

the adoption through an agency knowing all information

was confidential and believing it would always be

SO.

Adoptive parents also cite the confidentiality rights
of the adoptee. They argue that opening records "is a vio-
lation to our children," and that a child "has a right to
protection from such an unsolicited upheaval."

In other instances the adoptive parents express con-
cern over the rights of the adoptive "family"--the adoptive
parents and the child. As one mother states:

When we adopted our daughter, we both felt a sense of

security and protection for ourselves as well as for

our child because of the privacy of the entire trans-

action being sealed by the courts from the public.

A couple writes:

The three most important participants are left with no
protection. The child and the adoptive parents!

The fear of intrusion by the birth mother is illustrated in

the following comment from an adoptive mother:
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While we are forever grateful to the girl who gave up

her rights as a parent to our daughter, it is also not

fair to allow her to change her mind 18 years later
and disrupt our life and the life of our daughter
should she so choose.

Clearly, adoptive parents consider an invasion of pri-
vacy and the betrayal of confidentiality as the primary
reasons that open records are unjust. However, a few par-
ents identify other topics related to the justice of open
or closed records. Two related topics concern the adopt-
ee's rights of knowing one's identity and the access to
information. Adoptive parents who identify these issues
support open records.

One adoptive mother writes:

I feel as they are adults, they have the right to know
who they are.

She includes a postscript, "I love my daughter and she
loves me." Other adoptive parents write about their chil-
dren's "birthright to information about their backgrounds,"
their "right to biological identity," and their "being
deprived of a basic human right by being denied access to
information regarding their origins."

Although a few of the adoptive parents in the sample
support open records, this is not reflected in other types
of rights, especially those related to the relinquishment
of the child by the birth parent and rights of the adopted

child and birth parents to meet.
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The issue of relinquishment usually is raised by adop-
tive parents to explain denial of access to the adoptees.
The following comments from adoptive mothers illustrate
this position:

Every kind of advice is available to mothers (or par-

ents) who are about to give up a child for adoption

before they sign those papers. I realize some may
later regret their decisions but please consider which
is more fair--and which does more hurt.

I feel when the natural parent made the decision to

give the child to someone else to raise them she gave

up her claim to that child.

Similarly, adoptive parents are generally opposed
to contacts between adoptees and their birth parents, con-
tending that the right to have this contact is unjust.
Comments illustrating this position include:

We feel it is very unwise to have "birthparents" have

any contact with the adopted child. It isn't fair to

anyone involved.

The biological parents should not have the right to

contact the adoptee. Adoption is not a temporary

condition and the law should protect this right.

Less frequently mentioned are the rights of the adop-
tive parents as the parents of the child, and the rights of
the adoptee to one set of parents.

An adoptive mother states:

We have appreciated the security we have felt knowing

that these children are ours, and protected as cer-
tainly as if they had been born to us.

A couple writes concerning the fairness to the child:

That child should not have to deal with two sets of
parents. This is unfair to the child.
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Basis for the Rights

The adoptive parents' comments focus primarily on the
privacy and confidentiality rights of the different par-
ticipants in the adoption process. The adoptive parents
contend that these rights are based on the adoption "con-
tract"; what was agreed upon at the time the adoption was
finalized. The parents remark that opening records "would
represent a complete and absolute violation of faith
between the adoptive parents and the adoption agency" and
"betray the confidentiality promised." These findings cor-
roborate other research results. For example, in the
Sorosky, et al. investigation (1979), some adoptive parents
who wrote to the study researchers "expressed hostility
toward the study and resented any encroachment upon the
sanctity of the sealed record agreement" (p. 73). The com-
ments from adoptive parents in this study sample express
similar hostility toward developers of the Model Act; the
adoptive parents argue that opening records retroactively
represents a disregard for the "contract'" agreed to at the
time of adoption.

In summary, the comments of the adoptive parents focus
on the rights of privacy and confidentiality. The substance
of these rights is to protect primarily the privacy of the
birth parents and adoptive parents and confidentiality of
the records. According to the adoptive parents, the basis

for these rights is the adoption contract, the agreements
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and expressions of trust made at the time of adoption. A
few adoptive parents discuss the rights of the adoptee to
know her/his background; these parents are among the few in

the adoptive parent sample who support open records.

BIRTH MOTHERS
Most (98%) of the birth mothers support open records;
their comments and concerns reflect this position.

Whose Rights

A majority of the birth mothers focus on the right of
the adoptee--especially the right to know her/his identity
and have access to records. Almost as many comments are
related to the rights of the birth mothers; these comments
focus on the issue of privacy, conditions of relinquishment
and the right to pursue contact with the adoptee. The
birth mothers do not discuss any issues concerning the
rights of the adoptive parents. Some birth mothers discuss
the rights of "every person'"--the types of rights discussed
are usually those pertaining to knowing one's background
and parentage.

As one birth mother writes:

Society cannot justify for any reason, withholding

information regarding a person's birth. Each and

every human being has the right to know his origin,

regardless of what that may be.

Types of Rights

The right of the adoptee to have access to her/his

records is of primary importance to the birth mothers.
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I feel that it is not right for an adoptee's records
to be kept closed. A person has a right to know who
they are and what their background is.

No one should be denied their heritage and genetic
background.

Birth mothers also write about their experiences and
feelings related to relinquishment, and how the conditions
of relinquishment are being used to deny the adoptee's
access to records. In some instances, birth mothers report
being deceived or not fully realizing the consequences of
their actions:

It is totally inhumane for any person to be denied

knowledge of their source if they so desire. . . . 1

was promised open records for her, if she wanted them
after she was 18. Presently I have found this was a

total deception.

Had I been older maybe I would have known that I was

also putting my name to a document that would have

forever denied her her own facts of life.

Most of the birth mothers who discuss their rights
focus on the right to privacy and confidentiality. In most
cases, birth mothers indicate they have not wanted the
"right" to privacy, and that the privacy issue is being
used to benefit others, specifically the adoptive parents
and the "bureaucratic'" interests.

A birth father who relinquished his child 17 years ago
writes:

Statutes of this ilk also seem to assume that individ-

uals like myself want privacy from their children or

have forgotten them. The logic that can be distilled
from all this is that vested bureaucratic interests

are involved to maintain the status quo and the
natural parents' rights must be given short shrift.
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A birth mother who surrendered her son 15 years ago
writes:

Upon signing the surrender document, my privacy

was never promised to me, for that matter, it was
never discussed. It baffles me to know a law exists
supposedly protecting a child from his natural
mother. . . . What right did these pompous and in-
sensitive individuals have, to decide for another hu-
man being, that he be denied the truth of his identity
and origin. I say along with millions of others, no
one has that right. 1In order to keep records closed,
there will be those who will argue that natural par-
ents need to be protected. Protected from what?

Our own children?

Other birth mothers comment that they never desired
privacy:

Who dares to have the right to speak for me when they
say I want secrecy? I don't now and I never did.

I adamantly feel that adult adoptees should have an
unqualified right of access to their records. Please
don't listen to the opposition's point of view that
natural parents want privacy from their own child or
have forgotten; that thought is ludicrous!

I wish to say that at this time I DO want my privacy
invaded by my daughter, Olivia.

The overwhelming sentiment of the birth mothers is
that they are not concerned with their privacy or confiden-
tiality; they support adoptees' right to know their biolog-
ical heritage, and to initiate a meeting if the adoptee
desires.

A few birth mothers argue that they, as birth mothers,
are not entitled to rights of privacy; that the rights of
the adoptee to know his/her parentage takes precedence over

privacy rights of the birth mother.
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Although the natural mother has signed away the rights
and responsibility to the child she bore, she still
holds one innate responsibility. That is the knowl-
edge of birth, the background of the child's heritage
and their medical history—--a large picture of one's
identity. . . . I am a natural mother and I feel that
anyone who puts up the sign "I Want Privacy," is just
copping out on their responsibility to another human
being.

They (our children) are entitled to what every other
citizen in this country has, access to their birth
certificates. The small handful of natural parents
who may want anonymity (I have never met one) gave up
that right at conception. Adoptees should have the
right to face their parents and have these parents
supply information to which they are absolutely
entitled.

However, a few birth mothers in the sample oppose open
adoption records, and feel that open records would violate
their rights to privacy. One birth mother writes:

Quite a few years ago I had a baby out-of-wedlock and
chose to give her every opportunity for a good life; a
life I could have taken away and had total privacy and
confidentiality. . . . Now I'm told that without my
knowledge she (my daughter) can find out all. . . . I
cannot sign this letter only because I want the pri-
vacy and confidentiality offered to me so many years
ago.

Another birth mother, who has married, writes that her fam-
ily is unaware that she gave up a baby for adoption prior
to her marriage. She comments:
I was told the records would be kept strictly CONFI-
DENTIAL and was horrified when I found out about the
proposed Model Adoption Act. . . . I want the birth
records to remain confidential. . . . I took the

Welfare's word that I could never be traced and want
to keep it that way.

A pregnant teenager who is placing her baby for adoption

states:
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It upsets me that my child would be able to come find
me when he is grown-up, even if I don't want him, too.
I think this rule is very unfair.

These three comments are not typical of the opinions of
most of the birth mother sample.

Some birth mothers discuss their rights to access to
information as well as the adoptees' rights, as the follow-
ing comments illustrate:

I firmly believe that both child and birthparent have

the right to know any information that will end all

doubts and questions they may have.

It seems though, that I have no rights at all as a

mother or a human being to even know that my child is

safe, healthy, or even alive. If my son some day
wanted to know who I am--even at legal age—--he, too,

would be denied the right with the law as it is. Is
this fair?

However, the prime concern of birth mothers is access of
records to the adoptees, not to themselves.

Basis for the Rights

Birth mothers are most concerned with the rights of
the adoptees, specifically the rights to access information
from the adoption records. Birth mothers contend that
adult adoptees are entitled to these rights both because of
the innate right to know one's heritage as well as the fact
that the adoptee was not involved nor represented in the
adoption contract, thus she/he should not be bound by deci-

sions made by others.
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The following comments by birth mothers illustrate

their position on rights to information based on "univer-

sal"

law or what are basic human rights:

When my son reaches the age of 18, should he wish to
find me and learn of his true heritage, I would hope
he could do so, unhampered by archaic laws denying him
his basic human rights.

They (our children) are entitled to what every other
citizen in this country has, access to their birth
certificates.

In other cases, birth mothers argue that the adult adoptee

should not be bound by decisions made by others and that

the birth mothers did not intend for the information to

be inaccessible. The birth mothers seem to be challenging

the validity of the adoption contract, particularly its

applicability to the adoptees. As several birth mothers

comment:

I strongly believe it is my son's human right to have
all information regarding his adoption and genetic
history available to him, if and when he should ever
decide to exercise that right. I did not request the
anonymity that has been imposed upon me by the law,
and feel it (closed records) only serves to place bar-
riers in my son's path towards self-knowledge and
self-respect.

If my son should choose to find me I feel that it is
his right; he never signed relinquishment papers, 1
did.

I believe that although I surrendered my right to know
at that time, I did not surrender his right. Should
he decide that he wants access to his history, he must
have it. To be denied that right is the grossest vio-
lation of rights possible.

Birth mothers reference both the "abstract'" universal

law and the more '"concrete" adoption contract to justify
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adoptee's rights to have access to records, and to argue
that the adoptee's right to know supercedes the birth
mother's right to privacy.

In summary, birth mothers are concerned with their
rights and the rights of adoptees, their children. They
discuss the rights of adoptees to have access to adoption
records and their right to know their heritage. The birth
mothers discuss their rights to know also, but more fre-
quently comment on issues related to privacy and confiden-
tiality. Most birth mothers do not want the records confi-
dential, and some feel that their rights to privacy are
secondary to the adoptees' rights to know their heritage.
Some of the birth mothers discuss the injustices related to
the relinquishment process, specifically in terms of ways
they had been deceived or misled. The birth mothers do not

identify or discuss any rights of adoptive parents.

SUMMARY

Although each of the groups has a distinct and unique
position in the "adoption triangle," there are some simi-
larities in the comments. Adoptees and birth mothers ex-
press similar concerns, reflecting the majority opinion of
both groups that adoption records should be open. Adoptees
most frequently comment on their rights, specifically the
right to know their identities and the right to have access

to information. They contend that these rights are 'basic
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human rights" available to all citizens, yet they as a
group are denied this right to knowledge. Birth mothers
also write about the rights of the adoptees to know their
parentage. Some birth mothers use reasoning similar to the
adoptees to justify the rights, while others contend that
the adoptees had no say in the adoption process, therefore
they should not be bound by decisions made by others. A
few adoptive parents comment about the rights of the adopt-
ees to have access to records; these adoptive parents are
among the few in the sample to support open records.

A major justice issue raised by birth mothers and
adoptive parents is the right to privacy and the confiden-
tiality of records. However, the positions taken are dra-
matically opposed, again reflecting the difference in their
positions on the proposed law to open records. Adoptive
prarents support keeping records sealed to protect the pri-
vacy of the birth parents. The adoptive parents argue
that birth parents have begun new lives and that they
agreed to give up the child with the assurance that there
would be no intrusion into their "new life." However, the
birth mothers in the sample present an entirely different
view, certainly not one that the adoptive parents believe
birth parents hold. Overall, the birth mothers write that
they do not want privacy or confidentiality; in some cases
they were not told at the time of relinquishment that their

children would not have access to information about them.



100
The birth mothers argue that adoptees should have this
right and that it is more important than anyone's right to
privacy or confidentiality. Further, they indicate a
desire to meet their children, if the adoptees agree. The
adoptive parents also discuss their rights regarding the
confidentiality of records, contending that to open the
records would be to betray the trust and agreement at the
time of adoption. In all matters relating to rights of
privacy and confidentiality, the conditions of the contract

are used as the primary justification.



CHAPTER V

THE IDENTITY THEME

The development of identity and the existence of iden-
tity conflicts are primary concerns expressed by adoptees,
and referenced to a lesser extent by adoptive parents and
birth mothers. The adoption status is an additional compo-
nent of one's identity, a component that may be difficult
for the adoptee to integrate because of an absence of back-
ground information. Comments such as, who am I?, where did
I come from?, and what is my status or role?, illustrate

the respondents' concern with identity issues. References
to identity formatioh are most often related to the adoptee
and the search for her/his heritage. In the previous

chapter the issue of identity is discussed in terms of

Jjustice--the right to know one's identity. However, com-

ments focusing on dimensions of identity touch on more than
just the issue of rights. This section analyzes the dif-
ferent dimensions relating to identity.

Understandably, adoptees are most vocal about identity
concerns; approximately 61 percent of adoptees include
statements in their letters relating to identity issues.

101
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Thirty—-one percent of the adoptive parents and 23 percent
of the birth mothers include comments regarding identity in
their letters. (See Table 12 in Appendix A.)

The identity issue is most frequently discussed in
terms of the adoptee's identity formation. The adoptees
and the birth mothers focus on identity issues relevant to
the adoptee. However, birth mothers also describe their
own identity crises—-~"incompleteness'" resulting from not
knowing their offspring. Adoptive parents discuss compo-
nents of their own identities and how opening adoption
records affects their status. They talk about themselves
as the "real" parents and predict that a consequence of
open records would be to convert adoption to a temporary
versus permanent condition of parenthood.

The gender of the respondents is an important aspect to
consider in interpreting concerns related to identity
formation. Most of the adoptees are female (82%) and all
but one of the birth parents are birth mothers. Identity
formation is experienced differently by males and females.
Gilligan (1984) argues that attachment is an essential
aspect of gender identity for females. Thus, the predomi-
nance of female adoptees and birth mothers in the sample
may reflect female concern with unresolved attachment
issues. The importance of attachment is revealed further

in the specific comments of adoptees and birth mothers.
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The following sections present the comments of each of

the adoption participant groups.

(-

ADOPTEES
o The adoptees discuss their identity, or lack of it,
relaté&wggﬂ1he inability to research their heritage. The
cdmmbﬂﬂhﬁééfljing éheme of all the comments is é sense of
incompleteness; the adoptee is not whole-—a’part of her/
h%@wigwgzgging. In most of the comments the feeling of
incompleteness is implied, however, in some the adoptees
identify it as a direct consequence. One adoptee reports
feeling "incomplete without knowledge of parental roots"
and another cites the need '"to be a whole and complete
person, which you can't be with a chunk of your 1life
missing."

The wholeness/incompleteness theme pervades the adopt-
ee's comments. Another pervasive theme reflected in the
comments is the intensity of the feeling--the pain, desire
and/or anger related to the adoptee's need to know. Because
the comments are from letters, and not in-person interviews,
it is difficult to quantify or even begin to describe the
feelings. Yet, in reading all the comments, the feelings
emerge—--the terms the adoptees use, the demanding tone, the

beseeching. Two adoptee comments exemplifying this inten-

sity read:
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+ Why do I have to go through the rest of my life having
“to guess who I am? When people talk about looking up
their family trees, all I feel is hurt. . . . Just

knowing who they are would be enough for me. . . .
Please, please, open my records. And if you can't, at
least cry for me, as I remain lost to who I am.

.+’ T have no roots--no culture to identify my self with.

"I am truly a "Nowhere Man." . . . I was nearly 3
years 0ld when I was adopted. Can I pretend that I
was only born then? . . . Was I a non-person up until

the time of my adoption? 1Is any adoptee supposed to
accept that? Could you?

The sense of incompleteness and the intensity of feel-
ings characterize most of the comments. In addition, there
are specific identity dimensions that the adoptees cite as
important. These include: (1)Mthe adqptee'srroots, ori-
gins, heritage—--the identity comp;ﬁeﬁts leading the adoptee

to ask who am I? and where did I come from?; (2) the adopt-

ee's genetic and medical history, and blood heritage-—-the

focus here is not so much on the parentage but on the char-
acteristics passed biologically, especially knowledge of
hereditary diseases and medical tendencies; (3) national-

ity--the adoptee's parents' national and/or ethnic origins;

and (4) looking like someone--the singling out of "looking
like someone" as an important dimension of one's identity.

Adoptee Origins

Most adoptees focus on knowing their heritage, their
origins. They argue that in addition to it being their
right to know there is a psychological necessity for them
to know. The expressions used to discuss identity in terms

of their heritage include "where I came from," "who am I,"
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"rootedness," "parentage," and "background." Examples
of adoptee comments focusing on knowing their heritage
include:

I still have the constant thought in the back of my
mind, "Where DID I come from?"

I have never been quite sure just who I am.

I will be 40 years . . . I am beginning to search out
my unknown, unanswered beginnings.

I am not searching for a family, I have that. I
simply want to know, who am I?

The psychological need to know is a common theme in
the literature on adoption. Several researchers indicate
the linkage between an individual's knowledge of his/her
genealogy and the development of identity (Sorosky et al.,
1979; Triseliotis, 1973). Erikson's (1968) theory of de-
velopment is used as a framework to understand the neces-
sity to know one's past to achieve a sense of identity.
Erikson discusses the importance of one's larger sense of
heritage-—the necessity of continuity and wholeness for
identity development. Of particular concern is the psycho-
historical dimension, that part of one's identity that
links the genetic past with current and future generations.
Sants (1964) describes the ''genealogical bewilderment,"
resulting from not knowing one's heritage and leading to
problems in an individual's establishing her/his identity.

Biological Heritage

Some adoptees describe the need to know their biolog-

ical heritage, their heredity and medical histories. In
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most cases this desire is combined with a general search
for their origins; in fewer instances the biological compo-
nent is the primary focus. Adoptees refer to a number of
unanswered questions concerning topics such as weight at
birth, inherited diseases, medical history and genetic
background.

Nationality

A few adoptees focus on knowing their nationalities as
an important aspect of identity. A 49-year-old adoptee
writes:

To feel guilty about having curiosity about one's

origins—-not a person, i.e., "What was my 'mother'

like?" but rather, "Am I English, Irish, where did I

come from?'" is something that only an adoptee can

know.

Another adoptee comments:

I myself was a foundling. Did you ever in your life
not know what your true nationality was?

Physical Resemblance

A couple of adoptees comment on the desire to know "if
I look like someone" and "why I like the things I do." 1In
another instance, the questions about physical similarity
are answered through a successful search as one adoptee
writes "I now know people who look like me." Another
adoptee céggg;féq“For the first time in 30 years, I know

what nationality I am, where I got my green eyes and the

knowledge of why I was conceived."
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Concern for Offspring

The concern with identity, especially heritage and
medical history is not limited to the adoptee--some adopt-
ees express concern regarding their children's needs to
know their heredity. In one instance the lack of knowledge
has affected the decision to begin a family:

I have recently married, and my husband and I would

like to find out more about my past heritage before

we start a family of our own.

The dominance of females in the sample seems to be re-
flected in the concern for their own children. Identity
may be viewed not only in terms of an attachment to the
biological past, but also to future éffspring.

In summary, adoptees express the desire to know their
heritage, their origins. 1In addition there are some adopt-
ees who focus on biological/medical information, national-
ity and physical resemblance dimensions. The desire to
become whole--a complete person--is occasionally accom-
plished through a successful search for the biological
parent(s). Finally, the issue of identity sometimes
extends to the adoptees' children and the inability of the
adoptees to relate information to children about their

heritage.

ADOPTIVE PARENTS
The adoptive parents focus on quite different identity

dimensions than the adoptee. Most of the comments relate
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to the identity of the adoptive parents. The primary con-
cern is the status or role of the adoptive parents. Three
dimensions of the adoptive parent status are evident in the

comments: (1) the contention that the adoptive parents are

the "reg}ﬁ parénts; (2) correspondingly, that the opening
éfmrecords will change the permanence of adoption, and
adoptive parents will bé viewed as fdster parents or baby-
sitters; and, (3) the dimension 0f ownership--that with

adoption comes the sense of ownership of the child.

Adoptive Parent Status

Adoptive parents' letters include comments empha-
sizing their status as the parents of the child. Some of
the statements are impassioned pleas '"to leave well enough
alone" whereas others are merely statements of fact.
Examples of both types are:

I think it is time we heard from the REAL '"real" par-

ents. The people who have devoted lifetimes to these

children and love them not one ounce less and, in many
cases, probably a great deal more than many natural
parents love their children. Let's hear it for us—-
the "ADOPTIVE REAL PARENTS!!"

We're a family and are '"real" parents.

In discussing their position as the real parents, some
of the adoptive parents describe their feelings toward
their children.

One adoptive couple writes:
Because our children are adopted, there is a strong
inclination for some to think that the love that we

have for our children is not as real, as strong and as
good as the love parents have for children who have
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not been adopted. . . . We have developed those same
bonds of love and acceptance with our children as have
every parent the world over. We, as families, are no
different than families everywhere

Another comments:

We have raised him with all the love of a natural

parent; you see we have a natural child and there is

no difference in the love we feel for them.

The adoptive parents' identity formation seems to be
dependent on their ability to view themselves as the par-
ents of the child. Adoptive parents may be experiencing a
process that parallels the child's in resolving identity
problems-—-the need to reinforce for themselves the feeling
of being "flesh and blood relatives." Sorosky et al.,
(19792) note that some parents "fail to develop an emotional
sense of parental identity" (p.65). The researchers relate
this failure to the excruciatingly thorough investigation
of them by the placing agency, an investigation which made
them submerge doubts and ambivalent feelings toward parent-
hood. The need for adoptive parents to feel secure in
their role as parents may be why some of the adoptive
parents from this study sample emphasize the status by

using such terms as "real," "true," and "only" parents.

Adoption--Permanent or Temporary?

The concern regarding the adoptive parent's status
as the '"real" parents is further emphasized by adoptive
parents who write that open records will change adoption
to a temporary condition. Although this dimension is

mentioned most frequently, the specific phrase "long-term
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a death, the urge to search for the lost one is commonly
observed among the bereaved following a death (Parks,
1972). Devkin et al. (1984) suggest that the desire to
search may "be a means of achieving restitution not of the
surrendered child, but of the self" (p. 279).

One birth mother expresses her pain in terms of others
who may be in a similar position. She writes:

I pray that no pregnant girl, under pressure from

others, who is confused and scared will surrender her

child. Only to spend the rest of her life with sorrow
and regret.

Other birth mothers write about their need to know
about their offspring, and the pain associated with not
knowing. The overwhelming desire to meet their children,
to know about their welfare, or even just to know if their
children are alive is evident in many of their letters.

Two birth mothers write:

Only a mother who has suffered and been denied the

right to know something of her child's well being can

truly understand my plea to you; please recommend
these records be opened.

I would like to know on a regular basis about his wel-

fare, and know that I would be consulted if, by some

misfortune, he were ever left alone again.
Lee Campbell, former president of Concerned United Birth-
parents, describes the need to know what has happened to
their offspring as a component critical to the completion
of the birth parent's healing process (1979).

Yet, a few birth mothers write that opening adoption

records would have negative consequences, not only for them
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but for their families as well. They convey the pain that
relinquishment caused, and write that opening records would
intensify these feelings.

A birth mother who also is an adoptee writes:

I myself have given a baby up for adoption and that
was bad enough (although it was the right thing to
do). . . I also have never met my real mother, but I
have a step-mother, who, to me is my real mother.
There is a reason why my mom gave me up and the pass
(sic) should remain the pass. . . . This Law would
make pregnant girls live in fear of the children they
would and should give up.

Another birth mother wrote about the potential harm

for all parties if the records become accessible:
I cannot help but think that it (the new law) will
cause a biological mother that is thinking of adoption
more anxieties and more problems in making that diffi-
cult decision. . . . Everyone wins from an adoption
provided of course that the mother receives the physi-
cal, emotional, and psychological assistance she needs
and the screening procedure of adoptive parents is as
careful as ever. The mother is able to rebuild her
life as she would have it, as I have done, having the
knowledge that she has given her baby the best chance
at a good loving home.

The potential harm to her current family is described by

one birth mother:

This Act could very possibly destroy my husband's
future because of my past.

Generally, though, birth mothers support open records.
They write that closed records have detrimental effects on
the adoptees and themselves. Birth mothers also describe
feelings related to the relinquishment, specifically empha-
sizing their own pain and their objective to serve the best

interests of the child.
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SUMMARY

Most individuals' comments focus on the best inter-
ests and well being of the child. The adoptees and birth
mothers express concern for the need of the adoptee to
know her/his heritage, especially medical information.
Their letters support the position that opening records
would promote the well being of the adoptee. Adoptive
parents' comments generally express the opposite view--that
opening records would result in pain, confusion and suffer-
ing for the adoptees. The adoptive parents indicate par-
ticular concern for the potential deleterious effect an
unannounced visit by the birth parent would have on the
child.

Adoptive parents also write about the negative impact
open records would have on their families as well as the
birth parents. The adoptive parents fear intrusion by the
birth parents; they also contend that many birth parents do
not want to be found by their children, and this contact
may cause both parties anguish.

Birth mothers' letters indicate that they do want to
be found, and the lack of knowledge about their children is
cause for a great deal of suffering. Birth mothers also
discuss their feelings about relinquishment, both in terms
of the suffering, the reasons for their decision, and their

current thoughts.



CHAPTER VII

FEELINGS ABOUT OTHERS

In their letters, adoptees, adoptive parents and birth
mothers convey how they feel about others in the adoption
triangle. Individuals write about their feelings toward
others to justify, explain and/or qualify their position on
whether adoption records should be accessible. Sometimes
their comments relate feelings in terms of well being;
these comments are discussed indepth in Chapter VI.

Overall, the number of letters which include comments
relating feelings about others are proportionately less
than for the three previously discussed themes. The
proportion of those commenting on the theme is similar
across the groups. Twenty-eight percent of the adoptee
letters, 32 percent of the adoptive parent letters and 33
percent of the birth mother letters include comments on

feelings toward others (see Table 14 in Appendix A).

ADOPTEES
Most of the adoptees who describe feelings about oth-

ers focus on feelings toward adoptive parents. Usually the
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comments are statements of love, caring and appreciation;
in many instances the comments indicate that any search
undertaken by the adoptee is not related to a negative or
unfavorable relationship with the adoptive parents.

As several adoptees comment:

I am very grateful and I do love my adoptive parents
very much. If I had the opportunity to personally
choose my parents I could not find more a loving and

supportive family anywhere.

absolutely NOTHING can take away the love that I
feel for my adopted parents.

Other adoptees follow up their statements of love and
appreciation with a discussion of their continued desire to
know their origins, for example,

I will always be grateful to them for their (my adop-

tive parents) love, guidance and care, but my heart

still yearns to know if my brother and sisters are
still living and what their lives are like.

For adoptees, their Mom and Dad are the ones who loved

and cared for them while growing up. Finding their

biological parents in no way changes who their Mom and

Dad are. Instead, it allow the adoptees to understand

themselves and where they come from.

Generally, the findings from this sample of adoptees
suggest that the desire to access records and/or initiate
contact with the birth parents is not related to an unsat-
isfactory relationship with the adoptive parents. This
finding is consistent with results of some research and in-
consistent with others. For example, Sorosky et al.,

(1975) find that poor adoptee—adoptive parent relationships

are not related to the adoptee's desire to search. Other
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factors, such as being told of their adoption late and
disruptively, are more important as predictors of the de-
sire to search. A more recent study of searching and non-
searching adoptees by Aumend and Barrett (1984) reveals
that the desire to search is not associated with unsatis-
factory revelation of the adoptive status or poor relation-
ships with their adoptive parents. However, Triseliotis
(1973, 1984) finds that unsatisfactory adoptive family
relationships as well as poor self image and nondisclosure
of background information are critical factors that indi-
vidually or combined are related to the adoptee's searching
desires. Raynor (1980) also reports a relationship between
an adoptee satisfaction and adjustment and a desire to
contact birth parents. Yet, both Triseliotis and Raynor
do not find a relationship between adoptee satisfaction
and adjustment and a desire for additional background
information.

The adoptive parents' involvement in the adoptee's
search and their support of the search is described in
several letters. Again, the major feeling is one of love
and appreciation of the adoptive parents' understanding of
the adoptee's needs. Several adoptees who are currently
searching or who have completed the search for their birth
parents write:

My adopted parents are behind me all the way in my

search and feel it is a right of every adoptee to know
his own heritage.
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My adoptive parents were in full support of my search

as they felt that as an adult I have a right to know

of my background. They never felt threatened.

I love and appreciate my adoptive parents (whom I con-

sider my REAL parents) and our relationship has been

strengthened by my newly-established friendships with
my biological family and the resulting improvement in
my overall well being.

Some of the adoptees indicate in their letters whether
the adoptive parents are supportive in the adoptee's search
efforts. Of the 16 adoptees who discuss parental support,
14 (88%) write that their parents support their search
activities and 2 (13%) do not. 1In addition, 5 adoptees
describe the search assistance and understanding of other
family members. The positive feelings engendered by the
adoptive parents' involvement in the search is referenced
in both the research and social work practice literature.
Depp (1982) and Lifton (1979) report that the adoptee-
adoptive parent relationship is enhanced as a result of the
search activities, bringing the adoptive family closer to-
gether. DPractitioners write of the need to involve adop-
tive parents in the adoptee's search to facilitate a posi-
tive and constructive experience (Dukette, 1984; Flynn,
1979). Although most adoptees do not indicate a desire to
search (Triseliotis, 1984), for those that do the adoptive
parent participation is viewed as beneficial.

Most adoptee comments on the search convey positive

feelings toward the adoptive parents' involvement; however,

a few adoptees in this sample report regret that their
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adoptive parents feel threatened by the search or refuse to
participate.

Some adoptees describe feelings toward their birth
mothers; again, the emphasis is on the love they feel and
appreciation for the birth mother making the right deci-
sion. The expressions of feeling include a desire to let
the birth mother know that she or he, the adoptee, does not
resent her.

One adoptee writes about her feelings toward her 'nat-
ural mother"; the statement is preceded by a profession of
love for her adoptive parents, then reads:

If I could only tell her (my natural mother) that I

love her for making the best decision for her little

girl 31 years ago, that her decision has made every-
thing in my life possible.
if the records are opened maybe I can tell my
mother all the wonderful things I've stored in my
heart for her over the years. I would never intrude
on her life, I just want to thank her.
Another adoptee writes:

For the first time since I was born, 30 years ago, she

can look at me, see how well I am and realize that she

did do the right thing by putting me up for adoption.

Along with the feelings of compassion the adoptee
feels for the birth mother is the feeling that the birth
mother doesn't forget about the relinquishment process or

the child, the adoptee.

One adoptee comments:
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I know that my natural mother is in her 60s now and I
want to be able to tell her that I have a wonderful
family and that I never ever resented her. I feel in
my heart that a woman can never forget that she has
had a child and that she probably would want to know
how that child has turned out.
Another writes:
I know my biological mother has these same feelings
(feeling like an incomplete person), after all, a
woman never forgets giving birth to a child.
In summary, adoptees express feelings of love and com-
passion for their adoptive and birth parents. They appre-
ciate the support of their adoptive parents in the search

effort and express gratitude toward their birth mothers for

making a difficult but "right" decision to relinquish.

ADOPTIVE PARENTS

Adoptive parents primarily write about their feelings
toward birth parents. Most adoptive parents express feel-
ings related to the possibility of intrusion into the birth
parent's life (by the adoptee) or into the adoptive fam-
ily's life (by the birth parent) These concerns are re-—
ported earlier, as they relate to the rights of privacy
(Chapter IV) or well being (Chapter VI) of the birth par-
ents, adoptive parents and adoptees. The '"feelings'" com-
ments that are described in this chapter echo these con-
cerns for privacy and well being, specifically (1) that
it will be painful for the birth parent(s) if the adoptee

were to find them and (2) that the adoptive parents will
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live in fear of the birth parent returning to claim their
child.

However, some of the comments express feelings of
love and gratitude toward the birth mothers, and a concern
for their current well being.

A few of the comments deal with the issue of relin-
quishment, with adoptive parents professing love and appre-
ciation. Two parents write:

We love our son's birth mother--she not only loved him

enough to give him life but to give him to us knowing

we would love him and raise him as our own son. For
this reason, we would not think of showing up on her
doorstep 18 years from now—-we love her and respect
her privacy and her new life.

We are very thankful for a young girl's willingness

and foresight to give her up to a home atmosphere she

was unable to provide at that time.

Another mother describes the love the birth parent had
for the child:

The biological parents of both of our children gave

them the gift of life and loved them enough to place

them for adoption.
One couple ensures that her children also understand the

love the birth parent felt for them:

They were raised with the thought that their birth
parent loved them as much as we do.

A few of the adoptive parents describe their feelings
toward their children; most of the comments deal with the
potentially negative effects of open records on the adop-

tee, an issue described in detail in earlier chapters.
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In summary, adoptive parents primarily describe their
feelings toward the birth parents. Most of the comments
focus on the issues of privacy and well being. A few com-
ments relate to feelings about the relinquishment, with
adoptive parents expressing gratitude and love that birth
parents had the courage to place their children for

adoption.

BIRTH MOTHERS
Birth mothers write primarily about their feelings
toward their children, the adoptees. Most of the comments
emphasize their love for their children and the desire to
meet them.
Typical comments include:
You do not love your child any less because you gave
birth to that child out of wedlock. . . . I still
have the same concerns for her welfare today.
Even though we birth mothers give up our children when
they are born, we still love and care for them as if
they are with us every day. Our hope is that they
will come back one day and ask the questions they have
always wanted to ask.
Some birth mothers describe the love they have for the
child they relinguished within the context of their current

parental situation:

I realize that the parents who adopted and raised her
must love her as much as I love the children I was
fortunate enough to be able to raise. But as her
natural mother, even a non-parenting, mother, I love
her also.

I have never stopped loving that child even though I
have since had four more beautiful children.
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Some birth mothers describe their feelings about the
relinguishment, emphasizing that they have not forgotten
their children and continue to have strong loving and car-
ing feelings. Typical comments include:

Even though I released her for adoption I have never
stopped loving her and will never forget.

The child may be severed from us but the memories,

beautiful and traumatic shall remain a part of us

forever.

Other birth mothers describe the pain they feel when
they think about their children. One parent writes:

There has not been one day or year gone by that I

?iven't thought about my son and at times cried about

The intensity of the birth mothers' feelings toward
their children, years after the relinquishment, is evident
in the letters and belies the commonly held belief that
birth mothers do not maintain loving feelings for their
children. Approximately 87 percent of the birth mothers
write that they relinquished their child more than 12 years
ago. (This percentage is based on the 76 birth mothers, 74
percent of the birth mother sample, who report the age of
their children.) Devkin et al. (1984) find that elapsed
time since relinquishment is associated with search activ-
ity, with parents who had relinquished children more than
12 years ago being more likely to search. Although the age

of the child may be a factor influencing search activities,

the intense feelings and desire to search also may be



142
related to the maturity of the birth parent and unresolved
feelings about the relinquishment. The few birth mothers
in the sample who indicate a desire to forget had just
recently relinquished.

Some birth mothers describe their feelings toward
their children and the adoptive parents. This is illus-
trated in comments by one birth mother who describes posi-
tive feelings about finally meeting her child--

It took me 15 years to find out my child was healthy

and loved. But I, too, love her dearly. . . . I know

after 15 years she has a strong love for her adoptive
parents and I will never destroy this. I want her life
to feel complete knowing all her parents do care and
love her.

Some birth mothers describe their feelings toward the
adoptive parents. Two types of feelings are expressed.
First, birth mothers profess their appreciation, and some-
times love, for the adoptive parent, and the recognition
that adoptive parents care deeply for their children. Sec-
ond, birth mothers write to assure the adoptive parents
that they have nothing to fear; the birth mothers acknowl-
edge that adoptive parents may fear their interference, but
the birth mothers write that they have no desire to inter-
fere or hurt the adoptive parents. Devkin et al. (1984) in
their study of birth parents also find that a desire to
retrieve the child is not associated with search activity.

A birth mother who placed her infant for adoption 16

years ago, when she was 17 writes:
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If his adoptive parents have raised him well and he

loves them, I love them too. No one needs to be

afraid of me.

One birth mother describes her desire to meet the
adoptive parents, and another writes about the successful
relationship she has with her child's adoptive parents.

I would also like to meet and express my gratitude to

her adoptive parents for giving her through the years

many things I couldn't.

I have also met with my daughter's adoptive parents

and we have established a highly successful relation-

ship and it is my theory that it is only the narrow
minded and uneducated natural parent and adoptive

parents who are unable to cope with the situation in a

like manner.

This finding suggests that the option of "open adoption,"
where the birth parents and adoptive parents meet prior to
the adoption, would be feasible for some individuals The
possibility for positive relationships between the birth
and adoptive parents is also described by Campbell (1979)
who has established an ongoing positive relationship with
her son's adoptive parents.

Others write proclaiming their desire not to disrupt
the adoptive family, although still indicating a desire to
meet their children.

I always will love her (my daughter) and I am hoping

when she will be 18 that she would like to see me and

talk tome. . . . I never would try to take her away

from her adoptive parents.

I care a great deal about my child's adoptive parents
and would never hurt them.
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In summary, the birth mothers write about their feel-
ings toward the adoptees, particularly the love they con-
tinue to feel. ©Some birth mothers describe their feelings
toward the adoptive parents, emphasizing the appreciation
they feel toward the adoptive parents and assuring them that

they do not want to disrupt their lives.

SUMMARY

The adoption participants most frequently describe
feelings of love, caring and appreciation. Adoptees most
often discuss their loving feelings toward their adoptive
parents, and how their desires to know their origins do
not alter these feelings. Adoptive parents are more likely
to convey feelings toward the birth parents, especially the
birth mothers. The tone is generally positive, however,
some adoptive parents express concern regarding intrusion
by the birth parent and to the birth parent. Most of the
birth mothers write about their feelings toward the adopt-
ees, desribing the constant love they feel and desire to

meet them, yet not to intrude or disrupt their lives.



CHAPTER VIII

THE FAMILY THEME

Some of the adoptees, adoptive parents and birth
mothers refer to individual family relationships or the
family as a "unit" in their letters. In the adoption
process, a new family is formed when the birth parent(s)
terminates rights and the adoptive parents assume custody
and rights. However, does the existence of this new fam-
ily, now the legally recognized family of the adoptee,
imply that familial relationships with the birth parent and
other relatives do not exist? Some of the letters include
comments regarding birth parent relationships; others
affirm the privacy of the new family and how changes in
adoption law, such as opening records, would jeopardize
this family unit.

Adoptees are most likely to comment on family rela-
tionships; 37 percent of the adoptee sample write about
family, as compared to 16 percent of the adoptive parents
and 15 percent of the birth mothers. (See Table 15 in

Appendix A.)
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In discussing family relationships, individuals
describe (1) specific relations, such as aunts, uncles,
brothers, children and/or (2) their "family" as a unit.

The discussion of individual relations usually relates a
desire to know these individuals, or know information about
them. References to the family as a "unit" are usually
associated with concerns that open records would jeopardize
the stability of the family unit.

In addition to the respondents' comments on family
relationships, the terms they use to describe themselves
and others in the adoption triangle reveal their percep-
tions on family relationships. Terms such as adoptee,
adopted child, natural parent, adoptive parent and parent
reflect to some extent the respondents' definitions of

familial relationships.

ADOPTEES

The vast majority of adoptees whose letters include
comments about family describe individual relationships,
most often referring to their own children. Twenty-seven
of the adoptees (26%) indicate in their letters that they
have children. The remaining 74 percent do not indicate
whether or not they have children. Most of the children
of the adoptees are biological offspring,; only three
report having adopted a child. Most of the adoptees in

the sample are female, thus the concern for children or
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anticipated offspring is understandable. The maternal
feelings that are experienced with pregnancy and after are
reflected in the adoptees' letters. Many of the comments
convey the desire to share information with their children
about their heritage. Typical comments include:

Now that my own children have reached the age that

they are having their own children, all of us wish we

knew more about my background.

I can't begin to tell you the void I feel not knowing

my origins and my heritage, especially when each of my

children were born.
In a few cases, the adoptees express satisfaction from
knowing their origins and being able to tell their children
about them.

Other comments are focused on the need to know medi-
cal and genetic background, especially in terms of the
health of the adoptees' children. Adoptees who are or
anticipate being pregnant as well as those already with
children write about this concern, as illustrated in the
following comments:

I am a 25-year-old woman who would like nothing more

than to bear children, but because of the secrecy

surrounding my birth, I am afraid.

I have recently married, and my husband and I would

like to find out more about my past heritage before we

start a family of our own.

I am 22 years of age and expecting my first child. I

am so excited about it because it will be the first

blood relative I'11 have ever known and to have some-
one who (may) resemble me means a lot.
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Some adoptees write about individual relations in
terms of blood relatives; the desire to know them is the
dominant theme:

Who are my blood parents and what other relatives do I
have? Sisters, brothers, even half or whatever?

All my life as a child I wanted to know who my parents
were, if I had any brothers or sisters, aunts and
uncles and what my roots were.

If you aren't adopted you can't begin to understand

what it feels like to know you have relatives out

there somewhere.

One adoptee who is 54 years old is still searching for
her blood relatives; she writes:

I've searched for my parents, a brother and two sis-

ters most of my life. All these years I've had no one

related to me.

The focus on biological family ties implicitly chal-
lenges the validity of adoption by asserting the importance
of the blood tie. The institution of adoption is fraught
with contradictions relating to biological and cultural
issues. The western culture places a high value on hered-
ity--"To many people, heredity is a blanket explanation of
human variety" (Benet, 1976, p. 192). At the same time,
the western ideal of adoption is to sever all links between
the adoptee and birth family; the adoptive family is the
legally and socially recognized family of the child.
Adoptees are ususally told of their adoptive status at an

early age, yet, the implicit message is to forget being

told because they have a family, their adoptive parents.



149

LLifton, an adoptee and staunch advocate of open records,
describes the biological/cultural dilemma as the "Game of
As If;" she comments:

Everyone pretends as if the Adoptee belongs to the

family raising him or her, belongs on all levels, not

just the social-psychological one. This version is

not unlike the emperor who has no clothes, in that

everyone must pretend the Adoptee never had any other

parents. The adoptive parents embrace the child as if

it were of their own true blood and asks the child to

live as if this were true. To share the illusion.
(p. 14)

The adoptees in this sample express an interest in
biological ties, apparently overcoming societal pressure to
act "as if" the adoptive family is the only family. Their
comments reinforce the importance of the biological basis
of family in society--individuals can be separated by a
legal action, adoption, but this legal action cannot deny
continued existence of the blood ties between the individ-
uals. The adoptees' recognition of the significance of
blood ties in terms of their own children is not unex-
pected---"who does she/he look like?" is a constant re-
minder to adoptees that they don't know but that their
children will know.

The identification with the biological family is also
evident in the terms used to describe the birth parents.
Most of the adoptees refer to their birth parents as their
"natural parents'" (58%) or their "birth parents" (24%) (see
Table 19 in Appendix A). They refer to their adoptive

parents as their "adoptive parents" (85%) (see Table 18).
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The term "parent" is used by only eight percent of the
adoptees to describe their adoptive parents and ten percent
to describe their birth parents (see Tables and 18 and
19).

The distinction between "natural parents" for the fam-
ily of procreation and "adoptive parents"” for the adoptive
parents is significant for several reasons. First, it re-
veals adoptee recognition of two sets of parents, not a
single set established in law. Second, the terms used may
reflect an underlying ambivalence experienced by the adopt-
ee. By using the term '"natural" for their birth parents,
are they implying that their adoptive parents are their
"unnatural" parents? Kirk (1964) raises issues regarding
the inherent difference between families of procreation and
adoptive families. He emphasizes the importance of recog-
nizing and accepting these differences. Taken one step
further, recognizing these differences means that adoptees
are faced with an additional stress—--reconciling their
feelings about the difference in terms of how to define
their biological family relationships. 1In a broader socie-
tal context, the differences have implications for how the
adoptive family and the '"related" biological family are
defined. These broader implications are discussed in
Chapter 10.

In summary, adoptees' letters include a focus on their

own children and specific relatives, such as brothers,
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sisters, aunts and uncles. Their primary concern is the
need to know information to share with their children and

the desire to meet their relatives.

ADOPTIVE PARENTS

Adoptive parents are more likely to focus on the "fam-

ily unit" as compared to specific individual relations.

The comments reinforce their position regarding the laws

on sealed adoption records and is a predominant focus in
their discussions of family. The adoptive parents assert
that opening adoption records, as proposed in the Model Act,
would jeopardize their family unit. Adoptive parents

write:

If the MODEL STATE ADOPTION ACT is passed, . . .

our family is in jeopardy! . . . We are a family. We

have strived to create a strong and close family unit

through unconditional love, attention, discipline, and
with the help and grace of God.

The regulations . . . would undermine the unity,

strength and stability of our family. . . . The idea

of opening up the adoption records to anyone over the
age of 18 is inconceivable, and would undermine the
whole security of parent/child relationships.

A few parents write about the parent-child relation-
ship, stressing the potential negative impact of the pro-
posed model law. Adoptive parents maintain that opening
records would "bring unhappiness to both parents and chil-

dren" and would "undermine(s) the parent-child relationship

we have established with these children."
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The possibility of the adoptive family becoming a tem-
porary family institution, akin to long-term foster care,
is also raised. However, as discussed in Chapter V, the
phrase "long~-term foster care'" appears to be associated
with an organized effort to oppose the Model Act. Two
adoptive parents who express their concerns about becoming
"foster homes" write:
You are threatening both lives as a '"family" by pass-
ing such an ignorant act. . . . By passing this act,
you are in reality making a foster type home situation
and not a secure family life which everyone deserves.
If the Model States Adoption Act were passed, our
home, . . . would be reduced to almost foster home
status. The sanctity of the home is the backbone of
our democracy and this Model States Act would be doing
more chopping away of that backbone.
The adoptive parents' concerns reflect the distinguishing
characteristic of western adoption law--its intolerance of
the notion of a semi-adopted status. The obligation to
support is assumed totally by the adoptive parents, and the
children's rights (e.g., inheritance) relate to the adop-
tive parents. The adoptive parents fear that opening adop-
tion records will change the legal and social status of
parents' relationship to the child.
Yet, an examination of the terms adoptive parents use
to describe themselves reveals that only two refer to them-
selves as the "real parents." Most (68%) refer to them-

selves as the adoptive parents, although 31% simply refer

to themselves as the "parents" (see Table 16). Most
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adoptive parents refer to the birth parents as either the
"birth parents" (35%) or the "biological parents" (36%);
however, some adoptive parents call the birth parents the
natural (25%) or real parents (2%) (see Table 19). The
terms used by the adoptive parents reflect the inherent
contradictions in their perceptions of familial relation-
ships. On the one hand, they strongly affirm the notion
that they are the parents and the family of the child.
Yet, their use of '"adoptive parent" rather than simply
"parent'" may indicate a recognition that a family other
than the adoptive one exists.

Finally, a few adoptive parents write affirming their
status as the real family:

She is our child that knows only us as her "parents."
We are a family.

We're a family and are ''real'" parents.
In summary, adoptive parents describe the importance of
preserving the family unit, asserting that opening sealed
records would jeopardize the sanctity and unity of the

family.

BIRTH MOTHERS

Birth mothers most frequently focus on individual re-
lations, usually expressing a desire for the adoptee to
meet and/or know about her/his sisters, brothers, and other

relatives. Some birth mothers state that their children
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know about the adoptee, and would also like to meet
him/her.

I would do anything in the world to see my daughter

and possible grandchildren. I have three other chil-

dren by my marriage and they all know about Jan and
hope that the day will come when our entire family
will be reunited.

He (the adoptee) also has a sister and brother who

would like to know of him also. . . . It would be

nice to know if I'm a grandmother and if so to have
their picture also.

These birth mothers indicate a desire to include, in
some way, the children they relinquished with their current
families. Some of the birth mothers (14%) refer to their
children by the names they gave them at birth. A majority
of the birth mothers (61%) use the term son or daughter
when referring to the adoptee (see Table 17). The absence
of a descriptor prior to the term, such as '"natural,"
"adoptive" or "birth" daughter is also an indication that
the birth parents consider these children as family mem-—
bers. Further, they most often refer to themselves as the
"natural parents" (62%) and the adoptive parents as '"adop-
tive parents" (82%) affirming their legitimacy as having a
familial relationship with the child (see Tables 16 and
18).

The societal assumption that birth mothers forget
about their children is not evident in this sample.

Rather, the birth mothers hope that eventually their

children will contact them and meet their other blood
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relatives. The changing societal sexual mores is also
reflected in the comments. At the time most of the birth
mothers relinquished, single parent mothers were generally
looked down upon, and illegitimacy was scorned. In today's
more permissive society, the birth parents in the sample
seem to accept acknowledgement of their illegitimate preg-
nancies because the possibility of meeting their children
exists.

A few birth mothers contend that the adoptive family
is the real family. Two birth mothers who oppose open
records and do not desire a meeting with their children
write:

The family that raised my baby is his or her family.

I felt (my daughter) lucky to be adopted and have a
real family.

Another birth mother who desires to meet her child indi-
cates that she does not expect this meeting to jeopardize
the adoptee's family relationships. She writes:
I want very much for my daughter to find us, her
natural family including four brothers and sisters,
father, grandparents, aunts and uncles. . . . This
(finding parents) will not change their family rela-
tionship with those who gave them years to bring them
up.
In summary, those birth mothers who write about family

issues focus on individual relations, specifically the

desire to have the adoptee meet his/her blood relatives.
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SUMMARY

The adoptees and the birth mothers are more likely to
focus on individual familial relationships. Both expressed
the desire for the adoptee to meet blood relatives. The
adoptees are especially concerned with finding out genetic
and medical information to be able to make informed deci-
sions regarding pregnancy and to ensure that critical
genetic history is shared with their children. The adop-
tive parents focus on the family unit, expressing concern
that opening adoption records would threaten the stability
and sanctity of the family.

The terms used to describe themselves and others are
an indication of their perceptions of the familial rela-
tions. Adoptees and birth mothers describe the birth par-
ent as the "natural parent," whereas adoptive parents are
more likely to refer to them as the "biological" or "birth"
parent. The use of '"natural parent" rather than "birth" or
"biological" parent seems to indicate a relationship that
goes beyond the biological ties. All three groups refer to
the adoptive parents as the "adoptive parents,’” revealing a
recognition of the difference between adoptive and nonadop-
tive families. Yet, adoptive parents maintain they are the
parents of the child, a position not entirely consistent
with the terminology they use. Further, adoptive parents
are more likely to refer to the child as their "adopted

child," while most birth parents refer to them as their
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"son" or 'daughter." The terms used seem to reflect the
attitudes of the respondents, although conflicting mes-

sages, especially from the adoptive parents, are apparent.



CHAPTER IX

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

SUMMARY

Letters from adoptees, adoptive parents and birth
mothers were content analyzed to examine attitudes and
opinions regarding sealed adoption records specifically,
and the adoption experience generally. The letters were
written to federal governmental officials in response to
the adoption records section of the proposed Model State
Adoption Act. The Model Act includes a provision to open
records to adoptees upon their reaching the age of major-
ity, and the retroactive application of this provision.

Of the 2,881 letters written, 391 letters were
selected for inclusion in this study. A systematic randon
sample from each of the groups yielded 114 letters from
adoptees, 164 from adoptive parents and 113 from birth
mothers. Two types of analysis were done. First, the
characteristics of the letters (e.g., format of letter,
number of pages) and respondents (e.g., position taken
toward open adoption records, and age, sex and search
activities) were coded. These data provide a description
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of the sample. Second, 85 percent of the letters were
content analyzed to discern predominant themes illustrating
the primary concerns of each of the respondent groups.

Form letters and letters only including statements of sup-
port or opposition to the law were not content analyzed
because the letters did not contain comments reflecting in-
dividual's attitudes or opinions about the adoption expe-
rience. The content analysis involved systematically read-
ing through the letters several times, and identifying and
categorizing statements that reveal participant perspec-
tives on the adoption experience.

The content analysis resulted in the emergence of five
themes, themes that reveal the primary concerns of the
adoption triangle participants. The themes are:

Justice: Statements relating to justice

focus on what is viewed as fair, whose rights

are being protected or violated, and the

basis for rights demanded or denied.

Identity: Statements relating to the identity

theme focus on the respondents' definitions

of identity, especially their own, and the

effect of sealed adoption records on the

adoptee's identity development.

Well-being: Statements relating to the well-

being theme focus on the psychological and

emotional condition of individuals involved

in the adoption experience, and the extent to
which sealed records affects this condition.

Feelings About Others: Statements related to
this theme focus on how each of the respon-
dents feels about the other participants in
the adoption triangle.
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Family: Statements related to this theme

focus on respondents' references and descrip-

tions of familial relationships and the mean-

ing of these relationships.

Comments related to the justice theme are most preva-
lent for each of the groups. Identity is a primary concern
of the adoptees, but also is mentioned by adoptive parents
and birth mothers. A majority of all respondents convey
concern about the well being of the adoptees, and to a
lesser extent, themselves. Comments expressing feelings
about others appear in less than a third of each of the
respondent group's letters. Each participant group focuses
their comments on one other group: the adoptees express
feelings toward their adoptive parents, the adoptive par-
ents toward the birth parents, and the birth mothers toward
the adoptee. Comments about familial relationships appear
least frequently. Adoptees and birth mothers write about
individual relations, such as aunts, brothers and children;
adoptive parents comment on the family unit by focusing on
the family in a societal context.

The following section presents a cross-cutting analysis
of respondent comments. Similarities and differences across
groups are highlighted, followed by a capsule summary of

each respondent group's perspective on the adoption

experience.
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CROSS-CUTTING ANALYSIS

The respondents' letters reveal different perspectives
regarding the adoption experience and their position on
adoption records. There is little within group variation
in respondent characteristics and attitudes; the variation
that exists is among the groups. At the same time, there
are alignments of respondent groups across themes and their
rationales for the specific postiions they assume. In some
instances, adoptees and birth mothers focus on similar
issues whereas in other cases the adoptive parents and
birth mothers express similar concerns. Further, two
groups may pay attention to a specific issue but hold
divergent views. The following discussion presents a
cross—-cutting analysis of the themes addressed in the
respondents' letters.
Justice

Of all the themes, justice is the most frequently ad-
dressed for each respondent group. Three dimensions of the
justice theme emerge—-whose rights are involved; the types
of rights; and, the basis for these rights. The adoptees
and birth mothers express similar concerns across two of
these dimensions. The adoptee's rights regarding knowledge
of her/his identity and access to records are of primary
importance to adoptees and birth mothers.

The alignment of these two groups regarding the

justice theme is not surprising given their respective
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positions on open records. Both groups express overwhelm-
ing support for opening adoption records. The adoptees'’
concern for their own rights is to be expected. The birth
mothers' concern for adoptees' rights, which birth mothers
express as often as they do their own rights, is also not
entirely unexpected. Because most birth mothers in this
sample would welcome being "found" by their children, ex-
pressing the position that adoptees should have the right
to access increases the probabilty that birth mothers will
benefit. Further, the politics of adoption policy would
make it inadvisable for birth mothers to advocate solely on
their own behalf. The law and practices focus on the best
interests of the child/ adoptee and the permanence and sta-
bility of the new family. The concern for the rights of
the adoptees is consistent with the notion that the primary
client in adoption is the child.

Adoptees' rights are not of primary importance to the
adoptive parents. The most obvious explanation for this
absence of concern may be that the adoptive parents believe
that the adoptee's rights are protected under current stat-
utes. Sealed records protect the adoptee's rights to a
secure and stable family life. Another explanation may be
the age of the adoptees. Perhaps the adoptees who are the
children of the adoptive parents are children, i.e., less
than 18 years old. As children, the issue of sealed rec-

ords would not apply to them or concern their immediate
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rights. Because most adoptive parents do not indicate the
adoptee's age, this explanation is speculative. Another
explanation may be the adoptive parent's view of the
adoptee as a child, regardless of her/his age. For exam-
Ple, in two studies adoptive parents refused to allow their
children, adult adoptees, to participate in the research
(Jaffe, 1974; Raynor, 1980). This type of action suggests
that adoptive parents are not willing to accept their chil-
dren as EgElE adoptees—-—adults who are capable of making
their own decisions.

Adoptive parents and birth parents focus on the same
dimension--birth parent rights—--but diverge in viewpoint.
Both groups identify the rights of the birth parents as a
critical issue, specifically the rights to privacy and
confidentiality. However, the adoptive parents contend
that opening adoption records would violate birth parents'’
rights to privacy whereas birth mothers state that they do
not want privacy and that the adoptees' rights of access
supersede the birth parents' rights to privacy. Further,
both groups (adoptive parents and birth mothers) base their
positions on the contract that was developed to establish
the adoption.

Adoptive parents, as a group, are alone in their con-
cerns for the rights of adoptive parents, specifically
their rights to confidentiality. Neither adoptees nor

birth mothers comment on the rights of adoptive parents.
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This could reflect the position taken by many individuals,
the birth mother and adoptee respondent groups included,
that current law and practice protects only the rights of
the adoptive parents, at the expense of others' rights.
From these groups' perspective, there is no need to comment
on adoptive parents' rights. Adoptive parents understand-
ably cite their own rights as important. Figure 1 summar-
izes those dimensions of justice most important to the
three respondent groups, indicating the various alignments.
Identity

The identity theme yields a somewhat similar picture.
The adoptees and the birth mothers cite the adoptee's need
to know her/his identity as a critical dimension. The bio-
logical relationship between these two groups may explain
the common desire for the adoptees to know their roots,
their heritage. The biological versus cultural orienta-
tions of these groups belies the importance placed on
environment in the development of one's identity. Further,
both groups talk about feeling incomplete, and the need to
know their biological kin to have a sense of wholeness.
The birth mothers discuss their own identities, and in
those cases where reunions took place, the feeling of
wholeness that resulted. The comments related to identity
also may reflect the gender of the adoptees and birth
mothers, most of whom are women. Gilligan (1982) describes

the importance of attachment in the development of gender
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identity. Identity for females is essentially defined in
terms of relationships and connections with others. The
adoptees, although secure in their relationships with their
adoptive parents, still maintain an affiliation with their
birth parents, primarily their birth mothers. The birth
mothers describe their own identity problems in terms of
the absence of a relationship with their child--an attach-
ment that apparently has not disappeared simply because the
child was given up for adoption.

Adoptive parents discuss their own identities, their
role as the parents of the child. Adoption policy and
practice support this position. The adoptive parents view
the proposed legislation as a threat to their role as the
real, only and true parents of the child. The adoptive

parents' emphasis on their role seems to deny the existence

of another "family" of the adoptee, acting as if the child
was "born" when he was adopted. Yet, biologically, other
blood relations do exist; the adoptive parents generally
choose to deny the biological kin's assumption of any role
toward the child. Adoptive parents identify with the fami-
ly ideology in American society. They have fulfilled their
roles as parents to the child and desire legal and social
recognition.

The concerns voiced by the adoptive parents raises
related issues regarding how families generally are cre-

ated, transformed, reconstituted, and, subsequently
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"defined." These broader issues are discussed in a subse-—
quent section. Figure 2 presents the focus and alignment
of the respondents.

Well Being

A majority of each of the respondent groups comment on
the well being or best interests of themselves or others in
the triangle. All three groups of respondents express
concern for the psychological well-being of the adoptee.

In this area the adoptive parents are aligned with the
adoptees and birth mothers, however, the adoptive parents'
notion of well being is based on different conditions than
the adoptees or birth mothers.

Adoptive parents maintain that opening adoption rec-
ords will cause psychological harm to the adoptee. They
also contend that any meeting with the birth parents would
cause unnecessary trauma to the child. Adoptees and birth
mothers, on the other hand, state that the adoptee's psy-
chological well-being is hampered by sealed records.

This discrepancy between the groups may be explained
by two factors. First, the adoptive parents write as if
they are primarily parents of children, children who for
the most part are not at an age where open records is an
issue. Because only 19 adoptive parents (15%) indicate the
age of their children, it is not possible to determine if
this is the case. Further, as noted earlier, adoptive par-

ents tend to refer to or treat adoptees as children, even
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when they are adults. Second, the adoptive parents can
justify sealed records by commenting on the best interests
and well being of the adoptee; the law is based on this
premise, therefore their perspectives concur with common
belief.

Adoptive parents also could be projecting their con-
cerns for their own well being onto the child. Although
adoptive parents do not write much directly about their
psychological well being, the impression one gets from
reading the letters is a sense of fear, frustration and
pain among adoptive parents in their discussions of the
impact of opening adoption records. Research and anecdotal
evidence reveals that open adoption records or successful
search experiences do not have negative outcomes for adop-—-
tive parents, raising the questions, why are adoptive par-
ents so threatened? and, what are they afraid of? Perhaps
some of the distress they feel may be related to feelings
they had prior to the adoption. Adoption is considered
second-best parenthood; the preferred method is to have
one's own biological children. The pain associated with
infertility and the subsequent ordeal of obtaining a child
may be experiences that the adoptive parents want to for-
get; opening adoption records may reopen these wounds by
making visible the adoption itself and the '"real" biologi-

cal kin.
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In addition, there is the fear of the unknown--what
will happen if the adoptee meets her/his birth parents?
Although most of the adoptive parents write about the
stability and strengths of their families, there still
seems to be an intense fear of "losing'" their children to
the birth parents. Adoptive parents also appear to feel

betrayed--by their children, who they raised as their

" "

own," and by the law that promised them sealed records.

Yet, the well being of the adoptive parent is not con-
sidered a primary concern to any of the respondent groups.
Apparently most respondents feel that the well being of
adoptive parents is not an issue because the status quo,
i.e., sealed records, benefits this group.

Birth mothers comment on their own well being almost
as much as they comment on the adoptee's well being. They
discuss their well-being in terms of the relinquishment--
the years of pain following the relinquishment. Birth
mothers also talk about the effect of not knowing their
offspring on their psychological well being.

An interesting aspect of the well-being, justice and
identity themes is the time dimension. Birth mothers and
adoptees focus on the past and present, whereas adoptive
parents focus on the future. This can be explained by the
legal status of adoption records--in most states adoption
records are sealed. Thus the adoptees and birth mothers

are reacting to the current legal policy. Adoptive parents
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are projecting to the future-—-the proposed Model Adoption
Act includes proposals for opening records for adult adopt-
ees (and birth parents with adoptee's agreement). As far
as the adoptive parents are concerned, the well being or
best interests are protected under current law, but would
be threatened if the proposed legislation were enacted in
their states.

Figure 3 presents the most salient dimensions of the
well-being theme that were raised, and how the groups
responded.

Feelings Toward Others

Adoptees, adoptive parents and birth mothers describe
their feelings toward each other, although this theme does
not emerge as frequently as the previous three. A third or
less of each respondent group convey feelings about the
other. An interesting pattern emerges——each respondent
group focuses their feelings on one other group: adoptees
about their adoptive parents, adoptive parents about birth
parents and the birth mothers about the adoptees.

Adoptees express love and appreciation toward their
adoptive parents. Because the adoptees support open rec-
ords, and many are searching or desire to search, the
expressions of appreciation appear to be a form of reassur-
ance. The adoptees are not looking for new parents, nor is
their search in reaction to an unhappy relationship with

their adoptive parents.
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The adoptive parents also express love and apprecia-
tion, but their feelings are directed to the birth parents.
The adoptive parents recognize the painful decision made
by the birth parents, and appreciate their decision as it
has resulted in their, the adoptive parents, now having a
child. At the same time, as many adoptive parents express
fear of the birth parents—--fear that they may intrude and
negatively affect the adoptive family and child. It is
interesting that the birth parents are also the focus of
the adoptive parents regarding the justice theme--protect-
ing the birth parents' rights to privacy. In both this
instance and the adoptive parents' feelings of fear of
intrusion, the adoptive parents' comments are inconsistent
with what birth mothers write. Birth mothers generally do
not want privacy, however, they also adamantly state that
they have no intention of intruding or otherwise interfer-
ing with the adoptive families. The birth mothers' posi-
tion is that they are willing to be found by their chil-
dren, the adoptees, but not to become involved in a parent
"role." Again, the age of the adoptee may be important in
understanding the emergent patterns. Although the Model
Act is explicit in stating that the records would be open
only when the adoptee reaches the age of 18, the adoptive
parents write as if the records would be open and available
at birth. This would affect their current situation, as-

suming that many of their children are under 18 years old.
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Perhaps they fear that if laws are changed to open records
for adoptees at age 18, the next step would be to open them
completely.

The birth mothers express feelings of love for the
adoptees, their children. These expressions of love are
often combined with comments relating to their desire to
meet them and the constancy of their thoughts about them.
The birth mothers' feelings are inconsistent with the adop-
tive parents' belief that the birth parents want to forget
the "incident." Indeed, the severing of ties built in
adoption laws and agencies' policies and practices in coun-
seling unwed mothers who intend to relinquish are based on
the presumption that the birth mother wants to forget--to
erase the experience from her memory. The birth mothers
in this sample feel quite the opposite. One explanation
for the difference may be related to changing societal
values. Historically, adoption was a way to get '"rid" of
an embarrassing pregnancy. However, this method generally
has outgrown its usefulness in today's more permissive
society. Another explanation may be the self-selection
characteristic of the sample--perhaps those who are in-
clined to write are the type of individuals who are willing
to expose their personal histories and beliefs because of
the strength of their feelings. Also, birth parent support
groups, who generally support open records, have encouraged

their members to write.
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The intensity of feelings toward others is evident in
all the respondents' letters. This is not unexpected as
these individuals, of the many adoptive parents, adoptees
and birth mothers in this country, took the initiative to
write to the government. Figure 4 presents the most salient
dimensions of this theme and how the groups responded.
Family

The last theme is one relating to family--comments fo-
cusing on immediate and extended family as well as "family"
in the societal context. Although this theme emerges less
frequently than the others, it raises important issues
about how we as sociologists define family as well as how
family is defined in the legal, governmmental and social
service agency context. The respondents' comments will be
discussed here; a more thorough discussion on the implica-
tions of the study findings for how we view the family is
presented in a later section of this chapter.

The adoptees and the birth mothers both focus on their
own immediate families. The adoptees describe the impor-
tance of their heritage in terms of their own children,
being able to tell their children about their biological
roots. The adoptees also comment on the importance of
knowing medical and genetic background to ensure that
proper precautions and care are taken in raising their

children.
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Birth mothers also refer to their immediate families,
specifically the desire for their parents, siblings and
children to meet the adoptees. The birth mothers consider
the adoptees members of their families, while at the same
time disavowing any desire to assume a parent role to the
child.

Adoptive parents focus on the ""family" unit, the fam-
ily in a societal context. They express concern that open
records would jeopardize what they believe to be the ac-
ceptable, and societally desirable form of family--the
traditional nuclear family unit. Again, adoptive parents
express opinions consistent with the intent of the major-
ity of current legal statutes which preserve the notion
that the best interests of the child be with the two-parent
nuclear family model.

Summary

To summarize, justice is the most frequently mentioned
theme for each of the groups. The right to access to rec-
ords and the right of privacy are the two major dimensions
addressed. Identity, the need to know one's roots, appears
as a theme important to adoptees, with less than one-third
of the adoptive parents and birth mothers commenting on
this. Psychological well being of the adoptee is identi-
fied as a significant theme by a majority of all the re-
spondents. Feelings toward others, although not a predomi-

nant theme, appears in letters of all the groups. Love and
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caring are the feelings expressed most often, adoptees de-
scribing these feelings toward their adoptive parents, the
birth mothers toward the adoptees and the adoptive parents
toward the birth parents. However, adoptive parents also
express fear of the birth parents, a fear that the birth
parents will intrude and disrupt their otherwise stale fam-
ily. References to family are included in about a third of
the adoptees' letters, and considerably less in the adop-
tive and birth mother letters. The adoptees and birth
mothers describe their immediate families, whereas adoptive
parents are more likely to discuss the family as a societal
unit. Adoptees and birth mothers often express similar
opinions and focus on similar issues. Adoptive parents are
more likely to diverge from these two groups and express
opinions which support the status quo situation in the

adoption process today.

RESPONDENT COMPOSITE PERSPECTIVES

The previous discussion has summarized the findings
from the theme viewpoint, noting how groups align with
respect to dimensions relating to each theme. It also is
useful to present participant composites, perspectives that
typify each group.

Adoptee Perspective

Adoptees are most concerned with justice and identity
issues, the right and need to know their identities and the

right to have access to their adoption records. Their own



