
Birth Parents: The AdopteesY Experience 

I N THE PAST decade, more and 
more adoptees have begun to ask 

openly about their origins. Initially, adop- 
tive parents and mental health profes- 
sionals saw this quest as a failure in the 
adoption or as a sign of pathology in the 
adoptee. Now, adoptees' need to know 
about their birth origins is seen increas- 
ingly as a legitimate need (Nickman, 
1985; Sachdev, 1989), and reunions 
between adoptees and their birth par- 
ents are becoming more commonplace. 
Adoptees also are joining together in an 
effort to reform adoption practice. 

This article is part of a series dealing 
with reunions between adoptees and 
their birth parents. The first article 
(Silverman, Campbell, Patti, Sr Style, 
1988) looked at the experience from 1 he 
birth parents' perspective. Another arti- 
cle will examine the adoptive parents' 
point of view (Silverman, Campbell, & 
Patti, 1991). In this article, the reunion 
experience is examined from the point 
of view of the adoptee. 

The literature on reunions has drawn 
primarily on autobiographical reports of 
adoptees who have searched for their 
birth parents (Fisher, 1973; Lifton, 1975). 
Triseliotis (1973) studied 70 adoptees 
whose reunions were arranged through 
aregistry in Scotland. He suggested that 
adoptees who searched for their biologi- 
cal parents were a very small proportion 
of all adoptees and that they seemed 
dissatisfied with their adoptive families. 
Sorosky, Baran, and Pannor (1478) saw 
adoptees as  more vulnerable than other 
adolescents to an identity crisis and saw 
the decision to search as a way for some 
adoptees to deal with this crisis. In their 
study of searching, Aumend and Barrett 
(1984) found that those who searched 
learned of their adoptive status when 
they were older, were unhappy with 
their adoptive parents, and had poorer 
self-images as adults. In a study of 
adoptees who approached social agen- 
cies or search groups for assistance In 
finding their birth parents, Kowal and 
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( h e  hundr~d jhurtcen adult udoptecs 
who had n.unions with their hivth 
pawn ts vr~.sponded to a mail quc>stion- 
nniw rrboztt tlz~~.s.sr reunions. Some had 
bren ]bunt/ !,\I t h ~ ~ i r  birth parent, and 
uthe~\ had searchcd fur this parent. 
Thosc u!ho scmrched werc stimulated to 
clo ,so b.2' a liti?-cjrk. tra?zsition, hv a nrod 
tog( i hac.k~:ri)uncl iqfornurrion, and hy 
a necd to ~.ompletr thcir scnse qficlcn- 
tity. Fov ?nost of' thclse aduptecs, theiv 
self-osteem imflozjed and their relation- 
ship with kht?i~ acloptizlc pavents ulas 
strengthend as a rr:s.ult uj'thc rc~union. 
Thew vessp)n&nt.s tzdvocat~ open adop- 
ti(~n rz~d brltcr~o@mtionY1t^o~ the adop- 
ticr jarnily about udoj~tees' nccd to cori- 
noct ~c~i th  thcir bivih families. 

Schilli~lg (198.5) found that more women 
than rncn sc arched, that most knew lit- 
tle about thcir birth parents, and that 
they st.arcilcd to sat~sfy an existential 
need to know their origins. These find- 
ings ;\re similar to those of Sorosky et 
al. (1978) aritl to the recent findings of 
Burgess (I I-iX9) ancl Sachdtlv I 1089). 

As niort. adoptees seek the~r  h~rth 
origins, addrtional research is needed 
to understand the~r  motives and the 
ways a reutiron might affect thelr sell- 
esteem and ~dentity The study rt portctl 
here cuamines the expericnc-ei of n 
sample of adoptees from the Ilnited 
States ~vho had reunions with thcir- 
birth parents. These reunions canw 
about trom a range of efforts: Some 
adoptees xvorked through a social 
service agency, some searched using 
thelr own resources or those of a peer 
group, and some adoptees did not 
search hut ~r~s tead  were found by thew 
birth motheis. 

M e t h o d  

The authors developed a question- 
naire composed of precoded and open- 
endt~d questions about the respondent's 
background, the circumstances of the 
adoption, the search, the reunion, and 
the aftermath of the reunion. The ques- 
tionnaires were distributed in an oppor- 
tunistic fashion through adoption or- 
gani~ations and in the newsletter of a 
birth parent organization, Concerned 
r'nited Birthparents. In addition, Fatni!s 
C'i~ck magazine carried a description of 
the study and an invitation to write for 
a questionnaire. All respondents were 
encouraged to photocopy the question- 
naire and share it with others. In this 
manner. data were gathered from birth 
parents, adoptees, and adoptive parents. 

A total of 133 adoptees responded to 
the mail questionnaire. Responses came 
from members of approximately 33 
adoplee organizations in 18 states. Most 
subjt*cts ( 1 2  = 114) had had reunions 
with at least one birth parent; 19 had 
not. Of the 19 respondents who had not 
had a reunion, five were still searching, 
and four had learned that their birth 
parerrts were dead and were searching 
Ior other relatives. Four respondents 
had identified women who denied they 
wc.re thcx birth mothers, and four had 
identified vromen who acknowledged 
they were the birth mother but did not 
want contact with the adoptee. Two 
adopt ees were received warmly on the 
phones but had not yet met their birth 
tnotht~rs because they lived on separate 
continents and were financially unable 
to make thch trip. This article reports 
only data on those adoptees who actual- 
ly hat! a face-to-face meeting with one 
or both of their birth parents. 

Of the 114 subjects who had reunions, 
101 (88.6 percent) had actively searched 
for their birth parents. Thirteen (11.4 
percent) were "found"; that is, the re- 
~ ~ n i o n  took place as a result of the blrth 
parent's initiative. In some instances, 
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adoptees who were found indicated that 
thev also had been searching. These 
weie counted as searchers, regardless of 
who made the first contact. 

Results 

Demography 
The sample consisted primarily of 

Caucasian married women; the average 
age of respondents was 35 (Table 1). 
They had an average of 2.6 years of 
schooling after high school and an 
average income (in 1986) of more than 
$20,000 a year. The vast majority (74.6 
percent, n = 85) were adopted before 
they were six months old, and the adop- 
tions were arranged primarily through 
agencies. 

Although only a small number of 
adoptees were found by their birth 
parents, chi-square tests of significance 
were done to see if any of the variables 
distinguished the adoptees who were 
searching from those who were found. 
The most striking difference between 
the two groups was that searchers were 
on the whole older (32.8 years) than 
those who did not search (22.5 years) 
(,Z 19.39, df = 2, p < .0001). This 
find~ng is consistent with the earlier find- 
ing that birth parents who searched were 
likely to do so when the child was a young 
adult (average age 21), but birth parents 
who did not search were likely to be 
found by adult children (average age 27) 
(Silverman et al., 1988). This finding 
may indicate that a level of independence 
and maturity may be necessary before an 
adoptee is ready to search. 

Only one of the adoptees who did not 
search was affiliated with an adoption 
reform organization, whereas 62 percent 
(n = 63) of those who were searching 
were affiliated, indicating that the role 
of adoption reform organizations in the 
decision to search is important. 

All 11 men in the sample had initiated 
the search. It is commonly believed in 
the adoptee movement that men are far 
less likely to search than are women 
(Lifton, 1988; Sorosky et al., 1978). The 
behavior of men in this study may in- 
dicate a changing trend. However, men 
still were a small proportion of those who 
searched in the current sample, given 
that birth parents search for male and 

Table  1. 
Characteristics of the Study Sample 

Characteristic Mean Range n Yo 

Current age 
Age at contact 
Years of education 
Age at placement (n = 114) 

Younger than 6 months 
Older than 6 months 

Gender ( n  = 114) 
Female 
Male 

Marital status (n = 114) 
Married 
Never married 
Separated or divorced 
Widowed 

Occupation (n = 108) 
Professional 
Managerial 
Sales or clerical 
Skilled 
At home 
Students 

Household income (n = 111) 
Less than $10,000 
$10,000 to $20,000 
$20,000 to $30,000 
More than $30,000 

Religion (n = 109) 
Catholic 
Protestant 
Other Christian 
Jewish 
Other 
None 

Member of adoption group (n = 113) 
Yes 
No 

Searchers 
Nonsearchers 
Adoption arranger (n = 112) 

Doctor 
Lawyer 
Private or religious agency 
Public agency 

female children in equal proportions 
(Deykin, Campbell, & Patti, 1984; 
Silverman et al., 1988). 

Treatment of Adoption in the 
Adoptive Family 

Some researchers have reported that 
the decision to search is related to dis- 
satisfaction with the way the fact of the 
adoption was handled in the adoptive 
family (Aurnend & Barrett, 1984; Triseli- 
otis, 1973). To learn if this was true in 
this sample, three questions were asked: 
(1) How open was the adoptive family 

about the fact of adoption? (2) Did this ap- 
proach change over time? (3) Was any in- 
formation about the birth family given to 
the adoptee? The researchers were par- 
ticularly interested in learning if the way 
the adoption was treated changed as the 
child matured. They assumed that chil- 
dren ask different questions about the 
meaning of adoption as they get older. 
On the whole, the results indicated that 
those who searched were not unhappy 
with the way adoption was dealt with in 
their adoptive families. 

Openness about Adoption. Most of 
the respondents (70 percent. n = 80) had 
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always known of their adoption. Some 
adoptees did not know they were 
adopted until they  ere adolescents. One 
respondent said, "I was teased at school 
by a girl who knew my adoptive family, 
and when I confronted my adoptive 
mother she said I was not adopted She 
later told me, very briefly, that I was." 

Most adoptees reported that their 
families were generally communicative, 
loving, and supportive. A smaller group 
said that their families were secretive, 
judgmental, distant, cold, or abusive. 
Adoptees from both backgrounds were 
searching. 

Adoption Discussed over Time. 
Respondents reported that the nature of 
their questions about their adoptions 
changed as they matured. Generally, 
parents seemed unready for children's 
questions about their conception and 
their birth family. In most instances, the 
adoptees reported that no change took 
place in the way the fact of the adoption 
was treated over the years. Taking into 
consideration the small numbers of re- 
spondents, the data seem to indicate that 
if change occurred, the family members 
of those who did not search became 
more closed, whereas those who viere 
searching experienced more openness. 
This finding could indicate that it may 
be easier to initiate a search if iarnily 
members are more open and able to 
modify the way they talk about adoption 
a s  the child matures. 

One adoptee who did not search de- 
scribed her parents' initial openness 
and later negativity: "When we xvere 
younger, my parents read us stories 
about adoption and discussed it openly. 
but as  soon as I wanted to look for my 
mom and started asking questions, my 
parents became defensive and would not 
talk about it anymore." A woman who 
searched reported, "I became more 
curious, and they responded to an extent 
and then clammed up. We grew apart. " 

Adoptees who reported that change 
resulted in greater openness in the adop- 
tive family noted that this change did not 
always come easily. A woman who had 
not searched wrote the following: 

As my curiosity became more intense, my 
parents sought guidance from profes- 
sionals. They  advised m e  to forget. 
Nonetheless, my parents gave me all they 

knew about the adoption, but they could 
not help my frustration with the whole 
ordeal and my curiosity. Even though they 
became fr-ustrated with my anger, the! 
were very supportive overall. 

As nlight be expected with any cou- 
ple, the adoptive parents studied did not 
always arrive at the same place in their 
understallding at the same time. There 
were other parents who, as a couple. 
were less ambivalent and who, together, 
enc-ouraged and helped their children 
search. 1% woman who searched talked 
about the differences in the way each of 
her adoptive parents responded to her 
questions 

W h m  1 was 14, my adopt~ve mother, dur- 
ing a fight, called me a bastard ant1 ex- 
pouncletl on the word, and later I got more 
infc~rrnatlon from her (however, the Infor- 
nlation s1.r got from Catholic Chantlea was 
not the entlre trurh) . My father came 
vvri clow Inany times to looking tor my 
bltth mother Her name at the t ~ m e  
oi my atlopt~on was listed on the adopt~on 
papers My parent$ shared t h ~ s  wlth me at  
age 18 When I started to search, my 
fathel u7(1s very ccstat~c We d~ctn't tell 
Sloln for- A wh~le  When we flnally d ~ d ,  she 
w,ts ablt. to handlc. ~t 

Information about the Birth Fami- 
ly. Family members' attitudes toward 
the adoption seemed to be reflected in 
their willingness to talk about their 
child'> origins. Atloptive parents told 
32 percent ( n  = 31) of the adoptees 
that they had no information and gave 
background information to 45 percent 
(n = 43). 'I'wcnty-three percent (tz = 22) 
of the adoptees said that their adoptive 
parents had identifying information. 
Only half of those adoptive parents who 
had ~dentifving or background informa- 
tion shared it with their children. 

For thost) who were searching, most of 
their ~nformation was obtained during 
the search. One respondent. urho had ini- 
tiated the search, wrote the following: 

I d ~ d n ' t  ask my adoptive parents anything 
bet aiise I thought they didn't know My 
adoptive p'lrcnts hat1 extremely dctalled In- 
forinntlon but dicl not share ~t wlth n ~ e  un- 
tll I was 54 years old. They thought I 
wain't  intc~rt~steci. l 'hey also told me that 
~ n y  b ~ r t h  mother had died when I was b~rn 
1 brlltved them tor half a centunr 

Campbell, Silverman, and Patti i Keunions between Adoptees and Birth Paren 

Although the adoptive family may 
have had little specific information about 
the birth family of their child and did not 
share easily what they did have, the birth 
parents' presence was, nonetheless, felt 
in one way or another in the familv. 
Some families openly acknowledged the 
birth parents: 

bly parents always told me  that my birth 
mother loved m e  very much and wanted 
the best for me and that's why she gave me 
up. I was wonied at first that they wouldn't 
want me to find my birth mother, but I 
soon realized they did. I started feeling a 
love for my birth mother . . . and a 
ftbeling of "Thanks, you've made our life 
u onderful." 

Other adoptive parents used the 
"chosen child story," which emphasized 
that the adoptive parents personally 
selt3cted their child from among many 
others, without mentioning the child's 
origins: 

[hlyladoptive parents used phrases such as, 
"You're special because we picked you out 
of many other children," and "We wanted 
you so badly we  went and asked for you." 

In contrast, a few parents were punitive 
in the way they used the fact that the 
adoptee was conceived "illegitimately." 
Onis adoptee reported that "Everytime 
I misbehaved, I was informed of coming 
from the gutter." Other adoptive par- 
ents, although acknowledging the adop- 
tion. were secretive, either at home or in 
the community. Some adoptees noted 
that they were not allowed to mention 
their adoption. Apparently some families 
could not acknowledge their difference 
from others (Kirk, 1964, 1985) and felt 
that their child's adoption was something 
to be denied. 

Deciding to Search 
Most of the searchers (71 percent, 

IZ = 70) reported that they made the 
decision to search on their own. In re- 
sponse to a question about what factors 
1t.d to the decision, many (40 percent, 
n = 39) reported that the most impor- 
tant factor was that they "needed to 
search." Thirty one percent ( n  = 30) 
said that it "now seemed possible," 
indicating that they were personally 



ready and that they were able to get help 
in the process. These findings suggest 
that, for many, something in the adoptee 
experience itself led them to search. 
However, without the appropriate social 
climate, they could not accomplish their 
goal. One woman wrote, "When I was 16 
I found my birth certificate. That was 30 
years ago. I had no idea what to do with 
it." The adoptees' motivations for 
searching and what they hoped would re- 
sult from the reunion seemed inter- 
twined. Four types of motives emerged 
from the data: life-cycle transition, desire 
for information, hope for a relationship 
with the birth parent, and wish for self- 
understanding. 

For many, the idea to search was 
stimulated by a life-cycle transition, such 
as the birth of a baby, that made them 
aware of the birth mother and her feel- 
ings. One respondent reported, 

When my baby was born, I realized for the 
first time that a woman who had borne a 
child would always want to know that per- 
son was alive and well, no matter what else 
might be going on. I was no longer afraid 
to "intrude" into my mother's life. 

Sixty-five percent (n = 86) reported 
that they wanted information. Some 
wanted medical information. For ex- 
ample, one respondent became diabetic 
and needed medical background infor- 
mation. Others wanted more specific in- 
formation about why they were adopted: 
"I wanted to know what happened to my 
mother, why she had given me away." 

Sixteen percent (n = 21) hoped for a 
relationship to develop with the birth 
parent, and 6 percent (n = 8) wanted to 
understand themselves better. This 
wish for self-understanding also was ex- 
pressed in the wish for an historical 
sense of themselves: "I needed peace 
within myself. I had a normal curiosity 
and wanted questions answered. I was 
looking for a personality similar to mine 
and a look-alike mother image." The 
need to know seemed to be tied to a 
sense of loss the adoptees experienced, 
which they felt would be healed by mak- 
ing a connection with their origins. 

The Search 
Telling Others. Most adoptees (71 

percent, n = 69) were open about the 

decision to search even before they 
initiated the search. This fact did not 
mean that they did not have some sec- 
ond thoughts about what their adoptive 
parents might be feeling. One respon- 
dent noted, 

The search occasionally made me uneasy 
with my adoptive parents. Even though 
they supported me totally, I couldn't help 
but feel guilty once in a while. I was look- 
ing for another set of parents and the 
parents that my adoptive parents could not 
ever be-birth parents. 

Eleven percent (n = 11) told others on- 
ly after they had begun searching: "I told 
my adoptive mother when she brought 
up the subject about four years after I 
started." Thirteen percent (n = 13) told 
others only after they had found their 
birth parent: 

I was open about it except to my adoptive 
father because I thought he would be 
upset. What a mistake on my part! My 
adoptive Dad wanted to meet my birth 
mom and let her know the joy she put into 
his life by surrendering me. They are very 
comfortable with each other and are 
becoming good friends. 

Four percent (n = 4) were still keeping 
the search and reunion a secret: "My 
adoptive family is unaware of the search, 
though the seven-year search literally 
consumed my entire life." The decision 
to share the news of their search activi- 
ties seemed to be related to how accept- 
ing respondents thought others, especial- 
ly their adoptive parents, would be. 

Obtaining Identifying Information. 
Respondents had a variety of reactions 
to learning their birth parents' names. 
Seventy percent (n = 76) expressed feel- 
ings of excitement and a sense of having 
won a great victory: "I feel as if a part 
of me was placed back inside me (like a 
puzzle). I felt relief, excitement, and 
some anger over this information being 
withheld from me." 

Another 22 percent (n  = 24) reported 
feeling scared, nervous, and even a bit 
guilty in addition to their joy. Whatever 
the feeling, the effects were so profound 
that sometimes a change in how they felt 
about themselves was evident even to the 
unaware observer. One respondent re- 
ported, "My self-image and self-confi- 

dence greatly improved, so much that 
people noticed and commented about the 
change in me. Even my adoptive mother." 

Eight percent (n = 9) had a negative 
reaction, which usually meant that they 
felt fear, guilt, or disillusionment. These 
feelings most often were transient. The 
adoptee who was told she came from the 
gutter reported, "I was upset because 1 
wasn't a WASP. But over time. I saw 
that they were handsome and bright, not 
trash, which is what my adopted parents 
had told me." 

Making Contact. For the most part, 
once the searchers had identifying infor- 
mation, they moved quickly to make 
contact. Seventy percent (n = 72) acted 
on the information immediately. Twelve 
percent (n = 12) acted on the informa- 
tion within a week of receiving it. By the 
end of one month, another 8 percent 
(n = 8) had made contact. By the end of 
six months, everyone had made contact. 

Before making contact, 50 percent 
(n = 53) received some kind of counsel- 
ing. Of these, 41 percent ( n  = 44) re- 
ceived counseling from their peers in 
adoption groups. Only 5 percent (H = 5) 
sought counseling through an adoption 
agency, and 4 percent (n = 4) saw a men- 
tal health counselor. No relationship was 
found between the willingness of the pcr- 
son to meet the birth parent and whether 
the searcher received counseling. 

Sixty-nine percent (n = 74) of the 
adoptees made their initial contact with 
their birth mother and 4 percent ( n  = - 2 )  
with their birth father, and 8 percent 
(n = 9) contacted both because their birth 
parents were married to each other. The 
remaining 19 percent (n = 21) contacted 
other people such as a grandparent or an 
aunt or whomever they could find from 
the birth family. 

Respondents indicated that much 
thought went into deciding how to make 
the approach sensitively. Ultimately, 73 
percent (n = 82) called on the phone. 
One respondent described the experi- 
ence as follows: 

I was very scared and very nervous mak- 
ing that call. It seemed at the time that it 
was the most important thing I had ever 
done in my life and I wanted so much so 
bad and didn't want to screw up-luckily 
my birth mother was wonderful and hap- 
py to be found. 
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