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U
nited States (U

S) and U
nited K

ingdom
 (U

K
) H

istory of A
doption and O

pen R
ecords

Tim
e Period

U
S

N
um

ber of 
A

doptions per Year
U

K
N

um
ber of 

A
doptions per Year

1851
M

assachusetts C
hildren's A

ct – no
m

ention of adoption records

1860-1890
Investigations into “baby farm

ing” - w
idespread

practice of foster care m
urders of illegitim

ate
children. Form

al adoption regarded as highly suspect

1900-1948
B

irth records open/accessible/adoption
agency records available to triad
m

em
bers

O
pen adoption/birth records open/accessible

1917
M

innesota C
hildren's C

ode – m
ade

adoption records confidential/ still
accessible to triad m

em
bers

1918-1919
W

orld W
ar 1- unprecedented  num

bers of orphans and
“w

ar babies”

1926
A

doption of C
hildren A

ct of 1926 - birth parents and
adoptive parents should be physically know

n to each
other

1930
Illinois sealed original birth certificates
but not from

 triad m
em

bers
5000

1937
16000

H
orsburgh R

eport of 1937 encouraged state-
supervised adoptions that included contact betw

een
birth parents and adoptive parents

1939
A

doption of C
hildren (R

egulation) A
ct of 1939

dictated that birth parents had the right to know
 the

identity of adoptive parents - “Inform
ed consent”

7926

1926-1960s
G

eorgia Tann operates as “the baby
thief” prom

oting adoption and closed
records to protect her com

m
ercial

interests

M
any inform

al w
ays for adopted people to access

original birth certificates and adoption agency records
(M

y original m
other's nam

e and m
y given nam

e
appear on m

y A
doption O

rder, 1956)

23564

1949
Pro-natalist ideology, post-w

ar baby
50000

A
doption of C

hildren A
ct of 1949 – A

doption placed
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U
nited States (U

S) and U
nited K

ingdom
 (U

K
) H

istory of A
doption and O

pen R
ecords

boom
 and w

artim
e illegitim

acy led to
sharp rise in dem

and for infant adoption
under national regulation. A

doptive parents allow
ed

to conceal their identities behind serial num
bers

1935-1991
B

irth records and adoption agency
records sealed for public and adoption
triad m

em
bers (A

laska &
 K

ansas never
sealed their records)

1955
H

igh dem
and m

arket: 1 m
illion

childless couples seeking 75,000
children available for adoption

93000

1965
142000

1973
H

oughton C
om

m
ittee proposes continuing anonym

ity
for birth parents, com

m
issions study of open birth

records effects in Scotland (since 1930). Study finds
secrecy has negative effects on adopted persons and
C

om
m

ittee reverses and recom
m

ends open records. 

1975
M

odel A
doption Law

 drafted w
ith H

H
S,

defeated in C
ongress. W

ould have
allow

ed adopted adults access to
original birth certificates at age 18

C
hildren A

doption A
ct of 1975 determ

ined that adult
adopted persons 18 and over could apply for original
birth certificate follow

ing counseling appointm
ent

(for adoptees born before 1975); later, the counseling
requirem

ent w
as dropped

1984
Parliam

ent requested study of response to open
adoption records: only 15-21%

 adopted persons, m
ost

ly fem
ale, sought original birth certificates, largely

because m
ost already had identifying inform

ation.
Expected social turm

oil never m
aterialized.

1984
Private adoption m

ade illegal in U
K

2002
A

doption and C
hildren A

ct of 2002 gives original
parents the legal right to an interm

ediary service so
that, once the children they gave up for adoption
reach 18, they can m

ake contact

2004
C

hildren born from
 donated sperm

 given the right to
trace their biological fathers

2010
9 U

S states allow
 som

e form
 of civil
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U
nited States (U

S) and U
nited K

ingdom
 (U

K
) H

istory of A
doption and O

pen R
ecords

rights for adopted adults and access to
original birth certificates
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A
doption, Search, and R

eunion: The Long Term
 E

xperience of A
dopted A

dults (2003)
(N

=394 searchers, 78 non-searchers)

H
ow

 W
e Feel after R

eunion
94%

 O
riginal/birth m

others positive that adopted person m
ade contact

90%
 A

dopted persons and birth parents find contact and reunion satisfying
85%

 Searchers said reunion had been positive experience
72%

 N
on-searchers said reunion had been positive experience

80%
 Searchers and N

on-Searchers said reunion had answ
ered im

portant questions
50%

 Searchers and 33%
 N

on-Searchers said they had an im
proved sense of identity and w

ellbeing
70%

 Still in face-to-face contact after 8 years
84%

 Still in indirect contact after 8 years

R
acial Identify

71%
 of A

dopted Persons adopted trans-racially said they felt different to their adoptive fam
ilies w

hen grow
ing up

48%
 of A

dopted Persons adopted in w
hite m

atched adoptions said they felt different to their adoptive fam
ilies w

hen grow
ing up

O
ur R

elationships D
uring Search and R

eunion
75%

 A
doptive parents supported their adopted adult children's search

65%
 A

doptive parents said reunion had no effect on their relationship w
ith their adopted child

22%
 A

doptive parents said reunion had enhanced their relationship w
ith their adopted child

10%
 N

on-searching A
dopted Persons w

ould not w
ant contact w

ith a birth relative
M

ost adopted people m
ore likely to stay in touch w

ith adoptive relatives than birth relatives

W
ho Searches?

A
dopted w

om
en tw

ice as likely to search as adopted m
en

M
ean age of beginning adoption search: W

om
en (29.8 years) – M

en (32.3 years)

Study A
uthors' Findings

M
ore searchers than non-searchers describe relationships w

ith their adoptive fam
ily w

ith m
ixed or negative feelings, suggesting that feeling am

bivalent or negative
about one's adoption m

ight be one factor m
otivating people to search

53%
 Searchers said their adoption w

as a positive experience, so negative feelings cannot be the only factor
50%

 N
on-searchers said they w

ere not curious about their origins; the other 50%
 express som

e curiosity but w
orried searching m

ight upset their adoptive fam
ilies.

D
ecision to search the result of com

plex set of factors
A

dopted people w
ho search are looking for answ

ers to questions about identify and self-w
orth

C
ontact and reunion experiences – active or passive – proved extrem

ely good at helping people answ
er questions of identity and self-w

orth 
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A
doption Triangle R

evisited: A
 Study of A

doption, Search and R
eunion E

xperiences (2005)  
A

 study of m
atched pairs of birth (original) m

others w
ith sons and daughters, and m

atched triads of birth m
others, adopted people, and adoptive parents

(N
=93 birth m

others, 93 adoptive parents, 126 adopted people, and 15 birth fathers)

80%
 B

irth m
others felt pressured by fam

ily and professionals to surrender their children to adoption
79%

 B
irth m

others reported feeling lifelong guilt as a result

98%
 B

irth m
others reported thinking about their child and w

ondering w
hether he/she w

as w
ell and had had a happy adoption

60%
 B

irth m
others referred to their child's father as a boyfriend or fiance'

38%
 B

irth m
others favored having access to identifying inform

ation once their adopted son or daughter reached 18 and over; 22%
 w

ere opposed; 40%
 w

ere unsure
U

nlike the birth m
others, few

 of the birth fathers in the study w
ere aw

are the law
 had changed in 1975

A
 m

ajority of birth m
others and birth fathers believed that adopted people should take the first step in reunion

94%
 A

doptive parents found the experience of raising an adopted child rew
arding and satisfying

21%
 A

doptive parents still felt a lingering sense of loss surrounding their infertility
M

any said they w
ould have like m

ore inform
ation about the birth fam

ily background at the tim
e of adoption as they felt ill-equipped to answ

er questions their children
raised as they grew

 up

80%
 A

dopted people said they felt happy grow
ing up

A
lm

ost half A
dopted people had felt a sense of loss or rejection as a result of being adopted (Searchers w

ere m
ore likely than non-searchers to report these feelings)

31%
 A

dopted people said birth relatives should have the right to receive identifying inform
ation once the adopted person w

as 18 years old or over; 38%
 said no; 31%

w
ere unsure.

86%
 A

doptive parents told their child about his/her adopted status before the age of four
97%

 A
doptive parents said they felt com

fortable talking about adoption
H

ow
ever, m

any A
dopted people said they felt uncom

fortable and aw
kw

ard talking to their parents

50%
 B

irth m
others had not told their other children or husbands/partners about the adoption until shortly before or after contact w

as re-established w
ith the adopted

person
94%

 B
irth m

others w
ere pleased their son or daughter had m

ade contact w
ith them

90%
 B

irth m
others said the contact and reunion w

as a happy and satisfying experience
8%

 B
irth m

others said their expectations had not been m
et

N
O

N
E of the B

irth m
others said she w

ished that she had not m
et her son or daughter

70%
 still in face-to-face contact after eight years

86%
 still in indirect contact after eight years

50%
 B

irth fathers said their self-esteem
 had increased after contact and reunion

85%
 A

dopted people reported that contact and reunion w
as positive for them

, enhancing their sense of identity
50%

 A
dopted people w

ho had felt rejected for being placed for adoption reported that the feelings of rejection disappeared after contact; 68%
 said the sam

e about
feelings of lossLife Across the Pond: U

K
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97%
 A

dopted people said m
eeting their birth parents had not changed the w

ay they felt about their adoptive parents

68%
 A

doptive parents w
ere aw

are of their son/daughter's desire to search
23%

 w
ere told only after contact and reunion had occurred because their child didn't w

ant to upset them
80%

 A
doptive parents said they w

ere pleased about their son's/daughter's search and contact.
33%

 A
doptive parents referred to the relationships forged by the adopted person and the birth parent w

ith w
arm

th and approval
66%

 A
doptive parents had direct or indirect contact w

ith birth fam
ily and found this satisfying

90%
 A

doptive parents described close or very close relationships w
ith their adopted son or daughter both before and after contact. 

R
eunion did not change this relationship.

A
doption, Search and R

eunion (2003, U
K

) - K
ey Findings

•
R

ecognition that adoption is a life-long experience and that people's need to access counseling and support services is not tim
e-lim

ited
•

The need for im
proved advice, guidance, and support during adolescence for adopted children and adopters w

hen thinking about birth relatives is likely to be
particularly strong.

•
The value of adoptive parents feeling com

fortable talking w
ith their children about their origins, background, and history.

•
The value of inform

ation about the birth fam
ily, including photographs, being available to adopted people during their childhood.

•
The need for increased publicity for the A

doption C
ontact R

egister.
•

The need for expert and inform
ed counseling and support throughout the search and reunion process.

•
The provision of interm

ediary services for birth relatives that is consistent across the country.
•

The need for an active debate about the provision and character of interm
ediary services provided for birth relatives.

•
The value of sam

e-race, m
atched placem

ents for m
inim

izing adopted children's sense of difference and enhancing their sense of self-identify.
•

The need of policy m
akers, placem

ent w
orkers and adopters to consider the identify and self-w

orth needs of children adopted inter-country by providing as
m

uch background inform
ation as possible about origins and history.

•
The value of the search and reunion process for m

any adopted people to help them
 com

plete their story, and im
prove their sense of identity, self-w

orth, and
sense of connectedness.

•
The need to recognize that issues of identity, w

orth, and connectedness raised by adopted adults are likely to be raised by adults born as a result of donated
gam

etes and em
bryos.

•
The need for parents of children born as a result of donor assisted conceptions to have access to counseling, inform

ation, and advice to help support them
 tell

their children and discuss w
ith them

 their origins, background, and genetic m
ake-up.
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A
doption Triangle R

evisited (2005, U
K

) - M
essages for Practice and Policy


A

doption is a life-long experience and all those affected need access to counseling, advice and support services that are not tim
e-lim

ited.


Publicity and inform
ation are essential for people affected by adoption so that they know

 how
 and w

here to access the inform
ation, advice and support


they need.


A

doptive parents need to have access to preparation, training and support to help prom
ote com

m
unication and openness w

ithin the adoptive fam
ily

environm
ent.


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adopted people should feel m
ore confident about being open and raising the subject w

ith them
.
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pact and help lessen living w
ith uncertainty and the unknow

n for all those affected by adoption.
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hildren w

ho are placed in transracial adoptions, or w
ho have been adopted from

 overseas, are likely to face additional challenges and issues relating to their
sense of identity and belonging. Support services m

ust be available to address these specific issues, and to m
eet the needs of the child and the
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ediary service to m
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ill w

ant to
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access interm
ediary services. Som

e birth relatives believe that it should be the adopted person w
ho takes the first step.
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ould not w
ant contact w

ith the adopted person.
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doptive parents need to be confident that the relationship form
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ith their son or daughter in childhood is strong and enduring, and is unlikely to
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be threatened by contact w

ith the birth fam
ily in adulthood. In this study, the m

ajority of relationships w
ere either unchanged or enhanced by the contact


and reunion w

ith the birth fam
ily.


In the vast m

ajority of cases, contact and reunion has a long-lasting positive im
pact for the adopted person, birth parents and adoptive parents.
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F
or the R

ecords II: A
n E

xam
ination of the H

istory and Im
pact of A

dult A
doptee A

ccess to O
riginal B

irth C
ertificates

(2010, U
SA

)

R
ecom

m
endations

1.
Every state should restore unrestricted access to original birth certificates for all adult adoptees, retroactively and prospectively.

2.
State law

s that provide access to original birth certificates to a lim
ited num

ber of adult adoptees should be am
ended to enable them

 all to obtain these
docum

ents and thereby be treated equally.
3.

N
o agency, attorney, social w

orker or other adoption professional should prom
ise birthparents that their identities w

ill rem
ain concealed from

 their
children.

4.
A

 national adoption registry should be im
plem

ented to enable all adopted persons and their birthparents, no m
atter w

here they reside, to participate.
5.

C
onfidential interm

ediary services should be available throughout all states, even after original birth certificates access is restored.

C
onclusion

W
herever one stands, this m

uch is clear: The law
s on the books in m

ost states do not benefit the vast m
ajority of the affected parties, and therefore should be changed.

M
odern adoption practice, w

ith its em
phasis on openness, honesty and fam

ily connections should be the operating m
odel. It is tim

e to end the secrecy that has not only
resulted in sham

e and stigm
a for nearly everyone concerned, but also has underm

ined the institution itself by sending a signal from
 the very start – at the tim

e a birth
certificate is issued – that adoption has som

ething to hide. (Em
phasis added)

D
oes O

pening A
doption R

ecords H
ave an A

dverse Social Im
pact? Som

e Lessons from
 the U

.S., G
reat B

ritain, and
A

ustralia, 1953-2007, Prof. W
ayne C

arp (2007)

H
ighlights

In O
regon, less than 1%

 N
o C

ontact preference form
s subm

itted by birth parents in the five years follow
ing the opening of birth records in 2000. 

(8,190 adopted adults received original birth certificates, 503 birth parents filed contact preference form
s; 391 w

anted contact, 29 w
anted it only through interm

ediary,
83 w

anted no contact. N
o contact requests have barely increased since 2002)

In 80 years since birth records w
ere opened in Scotland and over a quarter of a century in England and W

ales, 55%
 of the people adopted in Scotland, England, and

W
ales have sought genealogical inform

ation from
 their records and/or established contact w

ith a birth relative, usually the m
other. 

N
O

 C
A

SE
S have been reported so far of blackm

ail or vindictiveness.
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W
hat can w

e do in the U
S to bring hum

an and civil rights to all adopted people?


Encourage adopted persons to “com

e out of the closet” - and stay out


Speak honestly about the traum
a and com

plexity of adoption


Publicize contact registries


Em
phasize positive outcom

es of search and reunion 36 years after U
K

 open records


Prom
ote positive reunion statistics and stories


A

dvocate ending m
ost adoption, except dom

estic adoption through the foster care system


Educate students in universities and social w
ork schools (next gen counselors and therapists)
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