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and sometimes by the' adoptive parents: 
Little is known about the motivation of 
people who seek reunions, and less is 
known about the impact and conse- 
quences of these meetings on the par- 
ticipants. Some findings of a study of 
reunions between adoptees and birth 
parents are presented-particularly, the 
birth parents' experiences. 

There is a growing literature about 
adoptive families and birth parents that 
questions traditional adoption practice 
(Deykin, Campbell, & Patti, 1984; Kirk, 
1985; Simpson, Timm, & McCubbin, 
1981; Sorosky, Baran, & Pannor, 1978). 
Controversy surrounds the basis on 
which most adoptive families are 
formed. Although the trend in adoption 
practice is to promote increased open- 
ness (Conchelos, 1984), this can vary 
from providing the adoptive family and 
the birth mother with some information 
about each other, to meeting before the 
baby is surrendered, to their establishing 
an ongoing relationship. Traditional prac- 
tice (Child Welfare League of America, 
1968) has been to counsel adopting 
families that after telling the child he or 
she is adopted, they should, as much as 
possible, act as if the child were born in- 
to the family. Adoption law supports this 
practice by requiringthe child's birth cer- 
tificate be rewritten. It was assumed that 
adoptees and birth parents would never 
need to know each other, that adoptees 
would never ask why they were sur- 
rendered, and that birth parents would 
not be concerned about their child's 
subsequent development. 

Research on birth parents (many of 
whom were minors when they conceived) 
points to their inability to dismiss the 
pregnancy even though they were coun- 
seled to do so (Pannor, Baran, & Sorosky, 
1978; kynearson, 1982; Siverman, 1981; 

Reunions between 170 birth parents 
and their children who were placed for 
adoption at birth are described. Re- 
unions were initiated by 79percent (n 
= 133) of birth parents, and21 percent 
(n = 37) were found by their children. 
Two groups of parents surrendered 
their children-(1) searchers and 
(2) nonsearchers. The authors found 
similarities in the ages at which both 
groups suwendered their children and 
how they felt about their decision years 
later. Most birth parents married and 
had children. Both groups believed that 
the reunion led to a sense of release and 
an "opening up" of their lives. 

Winkler &Van Keppel, 1984). The birth 
parents studied often expressed in- 
credulity that they entrusted their child 
to strangers. Many birth parents also ex- 
pressed shame, not for the untimely 
pregnancy, but for "having given away 
my child" (Silverman, 1981). Birth 
parents often suffer from an extended- 
grief reaction, which they experience, in 
its mildest form, as malaise. In addition, 
birth parents only begin to associate these 
feelings with the surrender years later. 

With changing social attitudes about 
sexuality, a greater social acceptance of 
single parenthood, and lobbying by the 
adoptee movement, birth parents are 
beginning to disclose their secret. Also, 
many birth parents are acknowledging 
their need to know what happened to 
their children (Campbell, 1979). 

Still, many birth parents do not con- 
sider reunions because they fear the 
unknown or some repercussions. Al- 
though more adoption agencies are be- 
ginning to facilitate reunions, many 

Methodology 
A study that involves birth parents has 

certain inherent difficulties because it is 
impossible to identify a representative 
sample. Study populations are drawn 
from advertising in the media, from re- 
union registries, or through mutual help 
organizations that make up the adoption 
reform movement. For this study, sub- 
jects were contacted through adoptee and 
birth-parent organizations. A national 
women's magazine also carried a descrip- 
tion of the study and an address where 
interested people could write for ap- 
propriate questionnaires. Three ques- 
tionnaires that reflect the various ex- 
periences of birth parents, adoptees, and 
adoptive parents were designed. The 
questionnaires included both precoded 
questions and open-ended questions, 
which allowed the respondents to 
elaborate on their personal experience. 
Respondents also were encouraged to 
duplicate their questionnaire for other 
people interested in responding. The 
sample is therefore self-selected and 
represents only those birth parents who 
responded to the advertising or who are 
affiliated with adoptee or birth-parent 
organizations. 

Two-hundred forty-six birth parents 
returned questionnaires. Seventy-six of 
these respondents were still searching 
for their child or were waiting to have 
a reunion. The data from 170 birth 
parents who actually had personal con- 
tact with their children is presented. 

Five birth fathers answered the ques- 
tionnaire. The results were examined, 
including and excluding the male respon- 
dents, and the presence or absence of 
fathers in the data did not significantly af- 
fect the findings. Data from the fathers 
was included so that their experiences 
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could be included in the qualitative por- 
tion of the analysis. 

Twenty-one percent (n = 37) of the re- 
spondents did not search for their chil- 
dren but were found by them. To learn 
about how birth parents feel about being 
contacted, the authors compared the data 
on the respondents who searched with 
data from those who did not. Significant 
differences were found between birth 
parents who initiated a search and birth 
parents who were found. Where appro- 
priate, the findings focus on these differ- 
ences. In addition, the many open-ended 
questions provided birth parents with the 
opportunity to tell their own story. 

Findings 

Demographic Profile 
The characteristics of the 170 

respondents who had reunions with their 
children are described (Table 1). Most of 
the respondents were college-educated, 
middle class, and married. They had sur- 
rendered their children on the average 23 
years ago. All the respondents were 
white, with origins in western European 
cultures. F i - o n e  percent (n = 82) were 
Protestant, 21 percent (n = 33) were 
Catholic, 2 percent (n = 4)  were Jewish, 
21 percent (n = 23) were a mixture of 
various Christian denominations, and 5 
percent (n = 9)  were non-Christian. The 
ages ranged from 27 to 80 years, with an 
average age of 45. Although 61 percent 
(n = 102) of the respondents currently 
were married at the time of the study, 90 
percent (n = 149) had been married at 
least once. Twenty-two percent (n = 36) 
were divorced or separated, 7 percent 
(n = 11) were widowed, and 10 percent 
(n = 17) had never been married. Fifteen 
percent (n = 26) of these respondents 
were or had been married to the birth 
father, five of whom were divorced or 
widowed. Twentyeight percent (n = 46) 
of the respondents had no subsequent 
children, but the 74 percent (n = 111) 
who did had an average of three. 

These birth parents averaged 2.5 
years of post-high school education, and 
45 percent (n = 76) reported an income 
of more than $30,000. Seventy-four per- 
cent (n = 122) indicated that they were 
members of an adoption search or sup- 
port group. 

Table 1. 
Characteristics of the 

Study Population 

Variable X Number % 

Age (27-80 years) 45.0 
Years of education 

(9-18 years) 13.5 
Age of adoptee at 

reunion (1-62 years) 22.3 
Sex of adoptee 

Female 90 55 
Male 73 45 

Marital status 
Mamed 102 61 
Never mamed 17 10 
Separated or divorced 36 22 
Widowed 11 7 

Married to birth father 26 15 
Subsequent children 

None 46 28 
One 26 15 
Two 50 30 
Three or more 35 27 

Household income 
Less than $10,000 15 9 
$10,000 to 20,000 36 22 
$20,000 to 30,000 32 19 
More than $30,000 76 45 

R e b o n  
Protestant 82 51 
Catholic 33 21 
Other Christian 23 21 
Jewish 4 2 
Other 9 5 

Member of adoption 
reform group 
Yes 122 74 
No 44 26 

Searching 
Yes 133 79 
No 37 21 

Legal arranger of 
adoption 
Physician 12 7 
Lawyer 30 18 
Religious or private 
agency 73 45 
Public agency 44 26 
Physician and lawyer 4 3 
Other 1 1  

Parents Who Searched and 
Parents Who Were Found 

Among the 170 who held reunions, 79 
percent (n = 133) initiated the search for 
their children. Twenty-one percent (n = 
37) were not searching but were found by 
their children. This latter group includes 
one birth father. 

Differences between b i  parents who 
searched and birth parents who were 
found are presented (Table 2). Although 
birth parents who searched tended to 

have higher incomes and often are not 
married, few significant differences be- 
tween the groups exist. The groups are 
similar with regard to education, religion, 
and ethnic background. No differences 
exist in their choice of adoption 
facilitators or the age at which they sur- 
rendered their baby. 

Statistically significant differences ex- 
ist in the ages of those who searched and 
those who did not, and predictably, in the 
ages of the children with whom they 
were reunited. The mean age of the 
searchers was 43.5 years, and the mean 
age of the nonsearchers was 52.5 years 
(r = .35;p = < .001). Because no signifi- 
cant differences exist between these 
groups in their age at pregnancy and sur- 
render, the difference in age could be 
related to the fact that the adoptees who 
searched for their birth mothers are 
significantly older than adoptees who 
were found by their birth mothers. The 
average age of adoptees who were found 
was 21 years and the average age of 
adoptees who were searching was 27 
years (r = .35; p < .001). 

Fifty-five percent (n = 90) of the 
adoptees in this study were girls and 45 
percent (n = 73) were boys. However, 70 
percent (n = 23) of the birth parents who 
were found were found by female chil- 
dren, whereas birth parents looked for 
their sons and daughters in equal 
numbers (2 [2, n = 1641 = 8.38, p < 
.01). This finding is consistent with other 
literature-that females are more likely 
to search, although indications are that 
the number of males who search is in- 
creasing (Lifton, 1981). 

The other significant difference be- 
tween the two groups related to the num- 
ber of subsequent children they had (9 [8, 
n = 1661 = 14.99, p c .05). The birth 
parents who were found were more like- 
ly to have subsequent children and more 
likely to have larger families than those 
who searched. In addition, birth parents 
who were found were not likely to be 
members of adoption reform organiza- 
tions (2 [ I ,  n = 1661 = 48.91, p c .00). 
Birth parents who were found were found 
by older, female children, were more like- 
ly to be currently manied with more than 
three subsequent children, and were not 
likely to be members of an organization 
that might have prepared them for a re- 
union. 
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Table 2. 
Differences between Searchers and Nonsearchers 

Variable 

Age 
Age at pregnancy 
Years of education (9-18) 
Age of adoptee 

at reunion 
Sex of adoptee 

Female 
Male 

Marital status 
Mamed 
Never manied 
Separated or divorced 
Widowed 

Married to birth father 
Subsequent children 

None 
One 
Two 
Three or more 

Household income 
Less than $10,000 
$10,000 to 20,000 
$20,000 to 30,000 
More than $30,000 

Religion 
Protestant 
Catholic 
Other Christian 
Jewish 
Other 

Member of an adoption group 
Yes 
No 

Arranger of adoption 
Physician 
Lawyer 
Reliious or private agency 
Public agency 
Physician and lawyer 
Other 

Searcher 
X % 

Nonsearcher 
X Yo Significance 

r = .35; p < .001 
NS 
NS 

- 

NS: not significant. 

Impact of the Surrender on 
the Birth Parents' Lives 

Largely, the decision to search cannot 
be separated from the birth parents' re- 
actions to the surrender and its impact 
over the intervening years. Few differ- 
ences were reported by birth parents who 
were found and by those who searched. 

In response to a precoded, multiple 
response question, two major reasons for 
surrending their child were given: (1) the 
lack of financial resources; and (2) the 
lack of emotional support from the birth 
father, from their families, and from the 

agencies to which they turned for sup- 
port. A few reported feeling too young or 
shamed by their untimely pregnancy. 

According to the responses, many birth 
parents felt pressured by adoption agen- 
cies to surrender. With regard to presur- 
render counseling, there is a significant 
different between those who searched 
and those who did not (x2 [4, n = 1611 = 
12.46, p c .01). Birth parents who 
searched were more likely to have re- 
ceived counseling that supported surren- 
dering their children; many felt coerced 
into agreeing they "could/should not 
keep the baby." 

Seven percent ( n  = 9)  kept the 
pregnancy a secret from their families, 
and 6 percent (n  = 7 )  of birth mothers 
said that the birth father did not know of 
the pregnancy. Although most birth 
parents were involved in loving relation- 
ships, many couples separated either 
because they were forced apart by their 
parents or the birth father abandoned the 
birth mother. Some birth fathers were 
supportive. Several fathers wanted to 
keep the baby but the mothers insisted 
on adoption; other fathers were married 
to someone else whom they were not pre- 
pared to leave. Other couples, as noted, 
manied later. Most birth mothers saw no 
alternative. They recall the delivery and 
the time of surrender: 

I fought through heavy doses of Demerol 
to be conscious enough to remember his 
weight and length. I wasn't allowed to see 
him again because they thought I could 
forget. I never forgot that moment. It was 
agonizing. 

Many women wrote that hospital and 
agency personnel often suggested that 
the birth mother limit her contact with 
the child to ease the pain of surrender. 
Some settings did not allow the mother 
even to see the baby, others allowed a 
view of the child through the nursery 
window, whereas others allowed the 
birth mother to care for the baby in the 
hospital. Sixty percent (n = 98) of both 
searching and nonsearching birth 
mothers were able to hold their babies. 
Some responses indicated that the con- 
tact seemed to ease the pain. 

Most babies were placedwithinthe first 
months of their lives. Ninety-seven per- 
cent (n = 159) of searching and non- 
searching birth parents had no conatct 
with the adoptive family. Of that 97 per- 
cent, 60 percent (n = 79) of those who 
searched and 70 percent (n  = 23) of those 
who were found had no information at all 
about the family. The remaining were 
given identifying information. This lack 
of information about what happened to 
their baby and the strong feelings of at- 
tachment and separation they experi- 
enced may account for the fact that 93 per- 
cent (n  = 68) of searching and 94 percent 
(n  = 15) of nonsearching birth parents 
report that their grief after the surrender 
was worse than anticipated. Some birth 
parents mentioned feeling suicidal. 
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At f i t  I did try to do what the social worker 
told me to do. To forget-start over-and 
for a few years I did manage to put my son 
into the back of my mind. But there was 
always the truth in my heart that 
somewhere my child was being raised and 
loved by people I didn't even know. The 
worst thing for me was the thought that I 
would never see hi as long as I lived. The 
agency told me that. 

The advice they received to start over, 
to leave the past behind, was not consis- 
tent with their experience. For the most 
part, the birth parents reported that time 
did not heal or lessen their pain. 

It was pushed back into the unconscious 
where it proceeded to wreak havoc. My 
son's loss was so well-repressed that 11 
years later, suffering from severe and unex- 
plained depression ... I had not even men- 
tioned to my therapist that I had sur- 
rendered a child for adoption. 

Many birth parents expressed similar 
feelings. Another birth mother who was 
contacted wrote: 

I tried to forget about it. Hoping and pray- 
ing that she was safe and happy with a lov- 
ing family, but in the early years (especial- 
ly after I had my other babies) I felt very sad 
and guilty-wondered if she needed me, if 
someone was there to protect her. Later it 
did fade into the background of my mind, 
but it was always there on her birthday 
or when certain things would stir up 
memories. 

Birth Parents' Decision 
to Search 

This section includes data only from 
birth parents who initiated a search. For 
some the seeds of the search were estab- 
lished in their reactions to surrending 
their child. A few were clear from the 
beginning that they could not accept, as 
fact, that they would not see their child 
again. Six percent (n = 7)say they always 
knew they would search. Most birth 
parents only thought about searching; in 
other cases, the decision to search fol- 
lowed other changes in their lives. 

After my divorce (I was married for 24 years), 
I returned to my original name. I felt com- 
pelled to reacquaint myself with the eager 
young woman, confident, warm and friend- 
ly who had become an unwed mother and 
spent the next 30 years atoning for her sin. 

Most often, the decision to search was 
related to the possibility of locating their 
child. The searchers were inspired by 
others who were searching, by stories in 
the media, and by more social accep- 
tance. The searchers received additional 
support from their affiliation with an 
adoptee or birth parent organization. 
Generally, the search became the focus 
of their lives. One woman who was mar- 
ried to the birth father but is now 
widowed wrote: 

The love of my child pushed me. I needed 
to know he was all right-alive. It was totally 
preoccupying. A stress on every aspect of 
my life. Luckily, my kids were asanxious to 
meet their brother as I was. 

An open-ended question in the survey 
provided a list of the searchers' expecta- 
tions. Many respondents gave several 
reasons for initiating the search; many 
wanted to establish a relationship with 
their child. The respondents initiated 
also expressed a need to know the child 
was well. Some respondents searched to 
find inner peace or some kind of healing; 
other respondents hoped to tell their 
child they loved him or her, and they 
wanted to explain the circumstances of 
the surrender. 

Fifty percent (n = 85) of these birth 
parents told others that they were 
searching. One-fourth (n = 43) said they 
could discuss their search only after they 
had attended search and support group 
meetings. About 12 percent (n = 14) 
waited until after they found their 
offspring. 

When they received identifying infor- 
mation about their child, most of the 
searchers (85 percent, n = 112) reported 
feeling "indescribably excited and 
shaky," "a catharsis," "fantastic," and 
"the end of mourning, no more wonder- 
ing where he was." 

Before making contact with their chil- 
dren, the searchers sought some guid- 
ance. Ninetyeight percent (n = 123) had 
precontact counseling either from a peer 
support group (63 percent, n = 78), an 
adoption agency (11 percent, n = 13), a 
mental health professional (10 percent, 
n = 12), or from friends or family (9 per- 
cent, n = 6). An additional few (5 per- 
cent, n = 5) read literature available on 
the subject. 

Initial Contact 

Searching birth parents first decided 
how to make the contact and second with 
whom. They were concerned with less- 
ening the potential for rejection. Most (64 
percent, n = 84) decided to initiate the 
contact. Occasionally, spouses or friends 
were asked to help. Searching birth 
parents were least likely to choose an 
agency as an intermediary. Considering 
how helpless the searchers felt at the 
time of the surrender, they appeared to 
need control and were willing to accept 
the consequences of their actions. 

Birth parents who were found were 
more likely to have been contacted by an 
intermediary. Only 37 percent (n = 12) 
were contacted directly by the adoptee. 
The other found birth parents (63 per- 
cent, n = 22) were contacted by an agen- 
cy representive; peer support group 
member; or the adoptee's spouse, friend, 
or relative. 

The next decision was how to make 
the contact. There are significant dif- 
ferences in how this first contact was 
made by those who were found and those 
who searched. Fifty-two percent (n = 67) 
of birth mothers who searched used the 
phone, and 80 percent (n = 28) of the 
found birth parents were contacted by 
phone. Thirty-one percent (n = 39) of 
searching birth parents wrote a letter, 
whereas only 11 percent (n = 4) of the 
adoptees used this method. Seventeen 
percent (n = 22) of birth parents who 
searched made their first contact in per- 
son, whereas only 6 percent (n = 2) of the 
adoptees chose to contact their birth 
parents personally. 

Birth parents who searched also had to 
decide whom to contact. Some birth par- 
ents believed the first contact should be 
with the adoptive parents because their 
child was still a minor; other birth parents 
viewed initial contact with the adoptive 
parents to be least disruptive. Some 
adoptive parents were not receptive. 

The reactions to the first contact by 
both respondents who were found and 
respondents who were searching were 
similar: 60 percent (n = 120) of the 
respondents felt very positive about their 
contact, about 37 percent (n = 73) had 
mixed feelings, and about 8 percent (n = 
17) of the initiators were rejected at the 
time of the contact. 
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There were changes in how people re- 
acted between the first contact and the 
actual meeting. In the perception of 31 
percent (n = 37) of the searching birth 
parents, their adopted children became 
more positive about being found, where- 
as 8 percent (n = 9) of the birth parents 
who searched believed their children 
became more negative. Of the birth 
parents who were found, 24 percent (n = 
8) reported becoming more positive be- 
tween the time of contact and the actual 
reunion. None of the respondents re- 
ported becoming more negative. 

The Reunion 
Few people met immediately, al- 

though some tried to arrange a meeting 
within the first month. Birth parents 
usually waited longer to meet their chil- 
dren than did adoptees who initiated the 
meetings, but these differences are not 
statistically significant. Various reasons 
were given for waiting: distance to 
travel, money, and scheduling. The 
mean distance between birth parents and 
their offspring was 900 miles, although 
some families were living in the same 
neighborhood. Thirteen percent (n = 18) 
of birth parents waited because "the 
adoptee was not ready": the adoptee was 
either too young or needed time to pro- 
cess his or her feelings. 

Another 9 percent of the birth parents 
(n = 12) waited because they were not 
ready and needed to process their feel- 
ings. Among the birth parents who were 
found, 15 percent (n = 4) of the birth 
mothers waited because they were not 
ready. Otherwise, meetings were ar- 
ranged at the earliest convenience. Fif- 
teen percent (n = 20) of birth parents 
who searched arranged the reunion with 
the adoptive parents. The spouse of the 
birth parent and other birth relations, in- 
cluding the child's other birth parent, 
commonly were involved in planning the 
reunion. One birth mother planned the 
first contact with her husband and the 
birth father. Another birth mother 
described the reunion not only with 
herself, but with the full siblings to her 
birth son: 

I was waiting at the airport, getting more 
and more nervous. Which one is he? That's 
him. Inside the terminal we hugged and 

looked. At home we talked and talked. B 
had a lot of questions. I had prepared a lit- 
tle narrative about when he was born and 
a family album of pictures. My youngest 
son glued himself to B, climbing on him, 
hugging him, and generally treating him 
like one of the guys. . . .What sticks in my 
mind is a picture of all the kids with their 
socks pulled off, comparing the length of 
their long toes, "like fingers." 

It is a common reaction for people to look 
for similar genetic qualities. It is also 
common for people to want to touch each 
other, to feel close. 

Reflections 
The respondents were asked their 

reflections about surrendering their child 
for adoption. Nearly half (45 percent, n = 
62) of both birth parents who searched 
and birth parents who were found said 
that if they could alter the experience, 
they would have kept the baby; 13 per- 
cent (n = 18) said they would not have 
changed anything-that is, they would 
have surrendered the child and had a re- 
union. Other birth parents noted they 
would change some aspect of this exper- 
ience. About 7 percent (n = 9) said they 
would not have gotten pregnant, and only 
one person would have had an abortion. 

When asked "If you could go back in 
time but knew you couldn't change any- 
thing, would you still reunite?" 98 per- 
cent (n = 159) of both searching and 
nonsearching birth parents said that they 
would have had a reunion; birth parents 
generally were pleased that their chil- 
dren had contacted them. Many birth 
mothers who were found (70 percent, 
n = 19) said they would now search if 
they could do it again. A significant 
difference existed between birth parents 
who were found and the 99 percent (n = 
128) of birth mothers who searched, who 
said that they would do it again (2 [2, n 
= 1571 = 34.57, j < .OO). 

Even when the reunion was not a suc- 
cess, it had a very positive impact on the 
birth parents' life: 

I did feel a release-a release from 
something holding me back, dragging me 
down and so, over all, I feel positive about 
opening the adoption. I also no longer have 
a fear or dread that someone will find out. 
It is something I feel I can more easily han- 
dle now. There is no contact or continuing 

relationship with my daughter. Perhaps I 
would feel more positive if I felt my reunion 
was a success. . . . In fact on "bad" days I 
count my reunion as another of my failures 
in life, but on "good" days it is one of my 
successes-a triumph over the "forces of 
secrecy." 

One birth mother, very critical of the way 
her daughter contacted her, did not want 
any further contact. She wrote: 

I have at last been able to resolve my grief 
(and guilt). I feel that if birth mothers do not 
resolve their grief at the time of the adop- 
tion (because of no counseling, no supports, 
or refusal to talk) they will grieve until they 
can achieve some sort of resolution, often 
taking their grief to the grave. 

For the birth parents who searched, 
the reunion accomplished much of what 
they had hoped for: They know their 
child is well and their child knows that he 
or she is loved and cared about. In addi- 
tion, the reunion seems to have a healing 
effect. As one aftermath of the reunion, 
both parents who searched and those 
who did not reported experiencing a 
release of energy as reflected in the com- 
ments of a birth mother who searched: 

Self esteem: increased tremendously. Mar- 
riage: strained but stronger now. Sexuality: 
so much better sex life. I feel like a different 
person! Education goals: plan to return for 
advanced degree. I'm gaining the con- 
fidence I needed to pursue my dream of a 
writing career. Everyone should search and 
find. We have a deep and compelling need 
to know the truth. This is what motivates 
the search, not mere curiosity or absolution 
of guilt (God, I am sick of that word!). My 
values and my relationship with others have 
taken on a new meaning and depth. I know 
I was emotionally, intellectually, and 
creatively stunted by the loss of my chid. 

Summary 
There are several limitations to this 

study that need to be noted before any 
generalizations are made from the find- 
ings. One limitation is that the sample 
was gathered in an opportunistic rather 
than a systematic fashion. Because the 
questionnaire was distributed openly, it 
is difficult to determine how many birth 
parents actually received the question- 
naire, so a response rate cannot be 
estimated. The study primarily reflects 
the experience of birth parents affiliated 

Silverman, Campbell, Patti, and Style 1 R .eunions between Adoptees and Birth I 

Cnn\~rinht 7nn1 All Rinhtc R@c@\~@ri 




