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Introduction


Like many adoptive parents, Maddie end Jeff met their daughter’s birth mother before their daughter’s birth, and kept in contact with her during and after the pregnancy. One of the things they found they had in common with Susan, the birth mother, was their love of animals. Maddie and Jeff had even included a picture of then collie in their resume photograph. So when little jenny’s first word was “dog,” Maadie’s first thought was how much Susan would enjoy hearing the story.

Looking back, Maddie says it was then that she truly understood what it meant to be involved in an open adoption. Telling Susan was not an obligation but a joy, because Maddie knew Susan would appreciate the story in a special way. Maddie realized that the connection between each member of this family circle was like no other bond.



The relationship between the birth family and the adoptive family of a child placed for adoption is unique. In adoption, new families are created by law, reflecting a social agreement that a nonbiologic parent or set of parents completely replaces a child’s birth parents,1 assuming all rights and responsibilities formerly held by them.

Yet there is an awareness among everyone involved that regardless of the way adoption changes parental roles, both legally and in practice, the genetic and historical link between the child and the birth family cannot be abolished. Children reflect both nature and nurture, though the exact interplay between those factors is still a mystery. Consequently, the child has a connection to both the birth parents and the adoptive parents, because each has made a significant contribution to the child’s development. This dual responsibility for who a child is and who he becomes also creates a connection between birth parents and adoptive parents (and their entire extended families2). Through them, a human life is created and nurtured into someone who will become an adult, influence others, and connect previous generations to the future.

This connection has not always been acknowledged. Information about the birth parents was kept secret from the adoptive family, and vice versa. The birth parents and the adoptive family didn’t communicate with each other, either directly or indirectly. These adoptions have been called “closed,” “confidential,” or “traditional.”

In recent years, however, the practice of adoption has changed to acknowledge the connection between birth families and adoptive families. In adoptions referred to as “open” or “fully disclosed,” birth parents, the adopted child, and the adoptive parents know each other and interact directly at their own discretion. Their contact may be in person, or through correspondence and phone calls. In their book by the same name, Sharon Kaplan (Roszia) and Mary Jo Rillera named this kind of arrangement a “cooperative adoption.”

There are myriad alternatives between these two extremes. There are adoptions called “semiopen” in which the birth parents and the adoptive parents communicate through the adoption agency or facilitator,3 but do not reveal their complete names or addresses. In addition, a study of open adoptions by Ruth McRoy, Ph.D., of the University of Texas at Austin, Harold Grotevant, Ph.D., of the University of Minnesota, and Susan Ayers-Lopez, M.A., of the University of Texas at Austin has identified two other types of adoption: those in which the adoptive parents and birth parents exchanged information through an intermediary at one time, but later stopped, and those in which families had direct contact with each other at one time but terminated that contact at some point after placement. These researchers found so much variation in the amount and type of contact birth parents and adoptive parents have with each other that among their major categories of adoption they identified more than thirty-seven “subcategories.” Clearly, there is as much variety in the relationships between birth and adoptive parents as any other kind of relationship.

Donor insemination, surrogacy, in vitro fertilization with a donor egg or donor embryo, and other forms of assisted reproductive technologies in which the legal parents of a child are not both the biologic parents are also forms of adoption, even though a legal adoption process does not always take place. These forms of adoption are “open” if the biologic and legal parents meet or have contact with each other (see Chapter 15).

If you’ve been confused by what is meant by an “open” adoption, it is because not everyone agrees on the definition. Further complicating the issue is that adoption professionals often speak of “openness” in adoption when they mean “truthfulness.” So when people talk about being “open” about their adoption, they may simply mean they are honest in acknowledging that their child was adopted.

Some adoption agencies and adoption facilitators offer birth and adoptive parents a full range of choices concerning openness, whereas others have restricted their practices to a particular level of openness. Most adoption practices appear to be moving to increased degrees of contact between birth and adoptive families.

These changes are happening because many people believe open adoption offers birth parents, adoptive parents, and adoptees of all ages advantages that confidential adoptions do not. By staying in touch with each other, children do not have to lose people who have a significant connection to them. They can see that they are valued by their birth family and that their adoptive placement wasn’t a rejection. They can have access to reliable information about their origins and the reasons for the adoption plan.

Birth parents do not have to lose touch with their children to ensure that they will find permanent parents and can be reassured that they made a good choice as they observe their children growing and thriving. Adoptive parents feel more secure in their role as parents when they receive direct permission from the birth parents to be their child’s parents, and when they see that the birth parents’ presence in their lives does not diminish their genuine parent-child relationship. Finally, families benefit from open adoptions because they eliminate some of the long-term family secrets that led to frightening fantasies and shame.

Despite what many see as benefits, you may have some questions and concerns about open adoption because it probably is different than the adoptions you knew about as you grew up. This book addresses your doubts and apprehensions in a realistic and balanced way. We believe open adoptions have much to offer birth parents, adoptive parents, and especially adopted children, but these benefits are not realized simply by meeting each other and exchanging names and addresses. Nor are they achieved if you mistrust or mislead each other out of fear.

We believe open adoption is more a relationship than an institution or a process. When open adoptions are successful, it is not because the institution is well designed but because the people involved have worked hard at the relationships. It is our belief that the relationships in adoption are dynamic; they change over time. Encounters that begin tentatively may blossom into close relationships, whereas others that are entered into eagerly become limited by time and distance. Your adoption may not be as open as many of the examples we discuss in this book. However, you can still benefit from seeing how fully disclosed adoptions can work. Yours may be one of those that evolves into a more open adoption—either because you decide to increase the level of contact with each other or because your child wants more contact—and you need to be prepared for that.

But even if your adoption never becomes fully disclosed, you can apply much of what we say to your own situation. You will need the same skills and attitudes to negotiate the exchange of pictures or gifts that you will need to negotiate visits, for we believe open adoption is as much an attitude as a practice: to work well, it must be felt in your heart. There are adoptions in which birth families and adoptive families have direct contact with each other out of a sense of obligation rather than desire, adoptions in which the birth families and adoptive families are mistrustful of each other, and adoptions in which one family wishes the other would disappear. But there are many adoptions in which adoptive parents and birth parents are finding a deep, emotionally intimate bond due to the love they share for the same human being. Some of these families have direct contact with each other and some do not. These families, many of whom were initially resistant to contact of any kind, can’t imagine not having each other in their lives.

This book is about the connection between birth families and adoptive families, what happens when that connection is acknowledged openly, and how to nurture the relationship that develops over time as a result. This book will help you develop realistic expectations of this unique relationship and will show how you can nurture it by utilizing the interpersonal skills you already have.

Most important, though, this book will help you understand the relationship between you and your child. It will help you understand how your child benefits from seeing the healthy adult relationships around him or her. And when you finish this book, you will have a better idea of what your child needs from each relationship, and how you can help provide for your child’s emotional health and well-being.

In preparing this book, we have drawn on the experiences of real people to help you know what to expect as your relationship unfolds and how other people have handled the unexpected. Sharon Kaplan Roszia, M.S., was among the first professionals to advocate for open adoption and has counseled more than a thousand families in open adoption. And as the mother of children by birth, adoption, and long-term foster care, she has had a great deal of experience in her own family with children who have contact with birth relatives.

Lois Ruskai Melina has listened to the concerns of hundreds of families in open adoption as she has traveled and lectured throughout the country, and is the mother of two children by adoption.

The Open Adoption Experience also reflects our interviews with adoption professionals working in open adoptions as well as our extensive surveys of adoptive and birth families involved in open adoptions all over the United States. The responses to our questionnaires reflected a wide degree of comfort with openness, and as we compared research results, observations of adoption professionals, psychological theories, interviews with adoptees and birth parents, and our own experiences, we were able to identify many of the common concerns about open adoptions, as well as the attitudes, approaches, parenting techniques, and interpersonal skills that contribute to the happiest, most successful open adoptions.

The examples given in this book are drawn from those questionnaires and personal interviews with families. In all cases, names have been changed, and in many cases, identifying details have been altered. Some examples are composites of several different families. However, they all reflect real situations and feelings.

As we wrote this book, we deliberately did not separate material dealing with birth parents from that pertaining to adoptive parents. We believe your relationship will benefit if you each have an understanding of the other’s concerns. Furthermore, you have many issues in common. Consequently, when we address the reader directly, the information is pertinent to both birth and adoptive families. In other situations, we clearly state whether we are referring to the birth or adoptive family.

How to Use This Book

As you read The Open Adoption Experience, particularly the first few chapters, you will learn about many of the losses that are inherent in adoption and the fears that people have about open adoption. This is likely to bring a lot of feelings to the surface as you face your own fears and losses. You will be tempted to ignore statements that make you feel uncomfortable, focusing instead on those statements that reinforce the feelings you want to have. We encourage you to take your time reading this book. Discuss the issues raised with people who are involved with you in the adoption, including your adoption facilitator. Put the book down when it seems overwhelming and think about it for a while before moving on. Nevertheless, we encourage you to read through the entire book and not just focus on the sections that reflect where you are now in your open adoption. Prospective adoptive parents and birth parents considering an adoption plan will benefit from learning about the lifelong relationships of other families. And families who have been involved in open adoptions for some time may gain insight from learning how initial interactions can affect long-term relationships. We also encourage you to keep a journal of your thoughts and feelings as you read this book and move through the adoption process.

You may begin to feel that adoption in general, and open adoption in particular, is fraught with potential problems. It is not our intention to frighten people away from adoption. We are both adoptive parents and are both personally and professionally committed to the practice of adoption. But we believe in being honest and realistic, which means approaching adoption with an understanding of how it really affects people, and all the potential problems. No relationship is trouble-free, but The Open Adoption Experience will help you understand and work with the unique dynamics of your individual relationship so that it can become as meaningful and mutually satisfying as possible.

The advice we have to offer is similar to the advice a couple might receive before deciding to get married. No matter how deeply two people love each other, there will be conflict in a lifelong relationship. This shouldn’t deter anyone from marriage, but it helps to know how the relationship will develop—what the “honeymoon period” will be like, and how the relationship is affected by stress, children, and middle age. It helps to know what topics should be discussed, such as finances, children, fidelity, communication, careers, division of labor, and what you expect from each other and from the relationship. Finally, it helps to know that other people have had similar experiences to yours. By being just as honest and realistic, we hope we can reconcile the opposing sides of the open adoption controversy, acknowledging that there are risks but pointing out ways to minimize those risks so that the many priceless benefits can be realized.



part one

A Realistic Look
at Open Adoption




1


The Reasons for
Open Adoption

Most of us grew up during the “clean break” period of adoption. Birth parents were to remain unknown to the adoptive parents and to the children who were adopted, and the adoptive parents and the children they adopted were to be unknown to the birth parents. Even when the adopted children became adults, or when everyone involved requested that their sealed adoption records be opened, identifying information remained confidential. Today’s practice of birth and adoptive parents meeting, corresponding, exchanging identifying information, and having direct contact with each other seems like a radical change in adoption practice. If you are new to adoption, it is. But those who have followed changes in the field of adoption recognize that open adoptions represent an evolution in adoption thought and practice. They are the result of a growing belief that:


[image: ] Children have a connection to their birth parents that begins even before birth and cannot be changed or denied by legal documents;

[image: ] Children need information about their origins to help form a personal identity, and it is better for children to deal with reality—even harsh reality—than with a variety of fantasies;

[image: ] Children need to know that their birth families care about them and that the adoption didn’t represent a rejection;

[image: ] Birth families need not represent a threat to their children or to the attachment between the children and their adoptive parents;

[image: ] Birth parents need to know the outcome of their pregnancy and adoption plan to feel at peace about it;

[image: ] Adoptive parents feel more authentic when they receive permission from the birth parents to be their child’s parents and see that the birth parents’ involvement with their family does not diminish their parent-child relationship.

[image: ] Family relationships are healthier in an atmosphere of openness and honesty.



To accept open adoption, it may be necessary for you to understand why adoptions became confidential and the limitations of confidential adoption, and how confidential adoption evolved into open adoption.

Why Confidential Adoptions Began

Throughout history, there have been various practices designed to provide infertile parents with heirs and to care for children whose parents were dead or unable to provide for them. During much of history and in many cultures, a child’s move from one family to another was done openly and his original identity remained known.

In the United States, the first law “closing” adoptions was passed in Minnesota in 1917. By the 1930s, virtually all states had followed suit. With these confidential adoptions, new birth certificates were issued listing the adoptive parents, and documents pertaining to the adoption were forever sealed, including the child’s original birth certificate. The primary reason for keeping the child’s original identity a secret was to allow the child and her birth parents a fresh start. The birth mother, who was often young and unmarried, would be spared the stigma of being considered promiscuous and could be sure the child would never appear to call her past into question. The child would be spared the stigma of being born to parents who were assumed to be promiscuous or poor—conditions thought to be virtually inheritable—and would be given a more “desirable” identity.

This change in adoption practice occurred in a cultural climate that supported the idea of people making a clean break with their past and starting over. America was settled originally by outcasts who were unwanted in their homelands because of their religious beliefs or criminal pasts. Later, immigrants came to America because this was a place where it didn’t matter who you were or where you came from—what mattered was what you made of yourself. In the United States, the ownership of property was determined less by inheritance than by hard work. Furthermore, by the 1930s, social scientists were stressing the importance of environmental factors in the development of children. It is not surprising that in this atmosphere we developed adoption practices in which adoptees were urged to leave the past behind and start over; in which birth parents were considered unimportant; in which adoptive parents required a “free and clear” claim to their children; and in which children “belonged” to the parents who did the work to raise them, regardless of any historical or cultural ties they may have had to other people.

In addition, confidential adoptions benefitted the growing field of social work. By serving as the intermediary between the birth parents and the adoptive parents, social workers became “providers” of children to families, giving social workers emotional rewards that were often lacking in other aspects of their professional service. Furthermore, as sociologist Harriet E. Gross, Ph.D., of Governors State University in Illinois, suggests, social workers promoted secrecy to ensure that their role wouldn’t become obsolete. What distinguished adoption agencies from other professionals who were arranging adoptions independently was their offer of complete secrecy.

Confidential adoptions appeared to be a practice that benefitted everyone. The birth mother found a solution to her untimely pregnancy and could return to her life confident that the past would not come back to haunt her. The adoptee could get parents who were not only capable of raising her but who were probably more “respectable” and could provide her with a more advantageous environment. The adoptive parents could gain the child they wanted and raise the child as though she had been born to them, without fear that the birth parents would interfere with their parent-child attachment.

THE UNEXPECTED COST OF CONFIDENTIAL ADOPTIONS

What was not understood was that these gains did not come without a price. Because of the limited understanding at the time of loss and grief, adoption practitioners did not realize that by breaking with their pasts, adoptees and birth parents were experiencing significant losses. Birth parents lost a chance to know their offspring, to raise them, and to know what became of them. Adoptees lost the chance to know their ancestors, lost access to vital information about themselves or an opportunity to have that information updated, and lost the opportunity to know that the people who gave them life cared about them. And by pretending that these pasts didn’t exist, they were not being given a chance to resolve those losses. Nor were the losses of adoptive parents recognized and resolved when they could pretend their child had been born to them. Adoptive parents lost the fantasy child to whom they would have given birth and they lost the hope of being biologically connected to the child they were raising.

Over the years confidential adoptions were widely practiced, it gradually became apparent through research, personal accounts, and case histories that the failure to recognize and grieve for these losses had long-term effects. Some adoptees had impaired self-esteem because they were unable to shake the belief that they were rejected by their mothers. Some had difficulty forming an identity because they did not have information about who they were. Some had difficulty forming relationships because they did not understand why they had lost a primary relationship with their birth parents. Birth parents felt a lasting sense of shame at having placed a child for adoption. Some had a hard time maintaining relationships. Adoptive parents sometimes felt insecure about their parenting role because they were not the child’s biologic parents.

Certainly not all confidential adoptions were failures, nor did all adoptees, birth parents, and adoptive parents suffer serious psychological problems. Some did, but there were also many who managed to grieve for their losses without any guidance and lived their lives as emotionally healthy individuals. In between these extremes, however, were many people who found that their experience with adoption provided them with emotional challenges that they didn’t expect and didn’t always know how to conquer. The different individual responses to the adoption experience may be explained by the different personalities, temperaments, and life experiences of those involved. For example, those who experienced a lot of other losses in their lives, or who had stress factors in addition to adoption, may have had more difficulty dealing with their adoption issues than someone else. Those who had emotionally healthy upbringings may have had an easier time dealing with feelings of shame or rejection brought on by adoption because they weren’t being reinforced in other ways. Those who grew up in families where feelings were hidden probably had more difficulty resolving their grief than those raised in families where feelings were identified and expressed in appropriate ways.

Unfortunately, most of the research into the psychological effects of adoption has not looked at the individual differences between people or families. Most of the studies have investigated whether a particular group of people in adoption have more psychological problems than would be statistically expected. If the adoption sample showed more problems, the cause was assumed to be adoption. The results of such research have yielded a range of findings.

Personal accounts of adoption, beginning with Jean Paton’s Orphan Voyage and Florence Fisher’s The Search for Anna Fisher, contributed to the discussion of the merits of confidential adoption and encouraged birth parents and adoptees to search for those genetic relatives from whom they had been separated. As more birth mothers spoke out about their personal experiences, it became increasingly clear that they were not “undesirable” people at all, but often people who loved their children and thought about them forever. Furthermore, the reunions that resulted from these searches generally did not yield birth parents who intruded physically or emotionally on the relationship between the adoptee and her adoptive parents.

Gradually, many adoption professionals began to believe that the benefits of adoptees and their birth parents having a clean break were either nonexistent or were outweighed by the potential costs. This belief was supported by gradual changes in the social climate in which adoptions were practiced along with new information about the long-term effects of grief.

The Evolution to Open Adoption

During the 1960s and 1970s—roughly the same time that adoptees and birth parents began to speak openly about their experiences—changes in sexual practices reduced the stigma to unmarried women who gave birth. And the emphasis that social scientists had placed on environmental influences began to be replaced with a renewed emphasis on the power of genetic influences.

At the same time, psychiatrists John Bowlby, MD., and Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, M.D., separately published information about death and dying. They said that people feel grief whenever they experience loss—even when the loss has beneficial results—and that people go through specific stages of grief. Bowlby added that children have the same feelings of grief as adults, although they may be expressed differently. In addition, these experts said that failure to grieve can lead to both short-term and long-term emotional discomfort, and in some cases, serious emotional problems.

Also during the 1970s, Barbara Eck Menning’s book Infertility: A Guide for the Childless Couple, and Resolve, Inc., the organization she founded to provide education and support about infertility, demonstrated that infertile couples experience grief that can have a long-term impact on them as parents if it is not resolved. Among adoption professionals the awareness grew that many of the problems they were seeing in adoptees, birth parents, and adoptive parents could be due to the losses they had experienced but had not adequately mourned.

Initially, the response of professionals was to keep adoptions confidential, but to help adoptees, birth parents, and adoptive parents grieve for their losses. Rather than perpetuating a pretense that their family was not affected by adoption once the child had arrived, adoptive parents were encouraged to “acknowledge the differences” in their families due to adoption. It gradually became clear that the fears adoptive parents harbored of birth parents were due more to insecurity resulting from their infertility than from any real danger. It also became apparent that children’s grief at the loss of their birth parents was unrelated to their feelings about their adoptive parents. Once they understood their children’s interest in their birth parents, some adoptive parents not only felt less threatened by it but wanted to help their children get answers to their questions.

Professionals’ new understanding of the way people grieve also changed the way birth parents were treated. It was evident that adoption practices inhibited the normal grief process for birth mothers because the ending was so ambiguous. Hospital practices changed to allow a birth mother to be treated as any other mother who had just given birth, recognizing her need to see her child after birth, both to know the outcome of her pregnancy and to say “good-bye.”

In 1983, the book Dear Birthmother by Kathleen Silber and Phylis Speedlin described how birth mothers at one adoption agency were writing letters to the children they were placing for adoption, explaining their reasons for making adoption plans. A major reason for the letters was to allow the birth mothers to say “good-bye” to the children they were losing through adoption so they could move on in their mourning.

However, it soon became clear that the letters served another purpose. The letters communicated to children that the birth mothers did love and want their children, but were in situations that made it too difficult for them to parent. As a result, they helped children sort out their feelings of rejection and inferiority as they grew up and helped them see their birth parents as real, valuable human beings.

Silber and Speedlin also described their agency’s commitment to exchanging correspondence on behalf of birth families and adoptive families. This practice gave birth parents the opportunity to know the outcome of their decision to place their children for adoption and gave the adoptees access to information about their origins as they grew up. In addition, it provided a mechanism for sharing important medical developments in the birth family and adoptee as conditions changed or became known.

Though a startling idea at the time, because it allowed birth and adoptive families to communicate without affecting confidentiality, the practice caught on. As adoptive parents read the letters from their children’s birth mothers, they began to be less fearful of the birth parents and less convinced that they were untrustworthy or unreliable people who should be shut out of their lives and their children’s lives. They also began to see the benefits to their children of this minimal contact with their birth families.

It also became clear that birth parents couldn’t feel responsible for their adoption decision unless they were in control of the decision. They were therefore allowed more choices in planning for their adoption, including being allowed to choose the adoptive parents for their children—often as a result of reading “resumes” with identifying information removed. Tentative meetings began to take place between birth parents and prospective adoptive parents either shortly before placement or at the time of placement. Some of the families who met at the time of placement developed a relationship that they wanted to continue after placement. Some of them corresponded for a time, maintaining confidentiality, until they became comfortable enough with one another to communicate directly. (The book Children of Open Adoption, by Kathleen Silber and Patricia Martinez Dorner, chronicles the outcome of many of the relationships initially described in Dear Birthmother.)

It would be incorrect to suggest that the move from confidential to open adoptions happened solely because social workers became convinced that adoption practice needed improvement. The 1960s had changed unmarried, pregnant young women from compliant individuals willing to do whatever they were told to save their reputations to women mistrustful of authority and unashamed of their sexual activity. Those who became pregnant seldom hid their pregnancies, so they no longer needed confidentiality to protect their reputations. Consequently, more women with an untimely pregnancy chose abortion or single motherhood than adoption. As a result of this, plus an increase in infertility in the baby boom generation, the 1970s saw a decline in the availability of infants for adoption that seemed to reach crisis proportions around the beginning of the 1980s.

Faced with waits of up to ten years at agencies, prospective adoptive parents looked at ways to circumvent the agency process and were willing to give up the confidentiality of agency adoptions if necessary. Birth mothers gradually learned that babies for adoption were needed so desperately that they could demand more control than ever before over the adoption process. And what many birth mothers wanted was to choose the people who would be raising their children, to meet them, and to stay in touch with them indefinitely.

Adoption agencies that didn’t respond to the changes birth parents wanted soon found that birth parents were turning instead to attorneys and doctors, as well as to the direct advertisements by prospective adoptive parents—none of whom were as invested in the idea of confidentiality as agencies had been. These agencies realized that if they were to continue to offer adoption services, they would have to offer birth mothers the same kind of control and openness that other agencies, independent adoption facilitators, and adoptive parents themselves were offering.

So, just as adoption had first become confidential as a reflection of the social climate of the time, because secrecy was thought to best serve birth parents and adoptees, and because it served the needs of those in the adoption profession, so did adoption return to openness to reflect changes in the social climate, a new awareness of the needs of birth parents and adoptees, as well as the needs of the adoption institution.

THE EMOTIONAL COSTS OF OPEN ADOPTION

Open adoptions have sometimes been portrayed as adoptions without loss. After all, the birth parents do not lose their child and the adoptee does not lose her birth parents. But there are losses in open adoption. The birth parents still lose their role as the child’s day-to-day parents, with all the joy that role entails. Adoptees still lose the opportunity to grow up in their families of origin and may still feel insecure or rejected. Adoptive parents still lose their fantasy biologic child and the chance to be genetically connected to the child they rear.

But these losses are not as extreme as they are in confidential adoptions. And the lack of pretense about where the child came from allows people to face their losses and grieve for them so that their grief doesn’t fester and interfere with their psychological and social development.

The benefits of open adoption have not been empirically proven. Although there have been some preliminary studies of open adoption, these studies have not looked at individual differences. We do not believe open adoption automatically results in birth parents, adoptive parents, or adoptees who are emotionally healthier than those in confidential adoptions, any more than we believe confidentiality doomed people to psychological problems. We do believe, however, that when people are committed to the relationships that form in open adoption, and when they work hard at them, the benefits of open adoption are more likely to outweigh the risks.

You may believe there are still high emotional risks to open adoption. We would be less than candid if we did not acknowledge these or that your concerns are shared by many professionals. The actual and perceived risks of open adoption are addressed in the next chapter and throughout this book. However, we believe the risks of open adoption are seldom so great that children are better served by confidential adoption. We believe there are equally effective ways to minimize the risks that do not entail the emotional costs of confidential adoption.


2

Understanding
Open Adoption


Carolyn and Kevin, prospective adoptive parents, wanted a confidential adoption, but agreed to listen to a presentation on open adoption because they knew they were more likely to be chosen by birth parents if they agreed to openness. Carolyn expressed her reservations cautiously: “I’m not sure I want the birth parents to know where we are because they might want the child back,” she said. Kevin was blunt: We’re going to be the ones paying the bills, getting up in the middle of the night when he’s sick, and making the tough decisions. The birth parents will be like fairy-tale parents—giving him presents and showing up on special occasions, It’s going to be too easy for him to turn to the birth parents when he’s mad at us. It’s not fair for them to get all the glory when we’ve done all the work.”

[image: ]

Chelan, a birth mother, said little during her initial interview with the adoption worker. But the nodded in agreement when her mother said that they didn’t want to have any contact with the child after birth, “It will be too hard for Chelan to get back to being a typical teenager if she keeps seeing the baby. She might even want him back.”






If you have reservations about open adoption, you are not alone. Furthermore, your concerns are normal, especially since you have grown up believing adoption should be confidential. Coming around to the benefits of open adoption requires an emotional change—not just a change in your thinking. Moreover, you may be intellectually convinced that open adoption is the best way long before you feel that conviction in your heart. However, through open adoption you can gradually gain a powerful sense of comfort. It is a feeling of relief that comes from grieving for the losses you have experienced as well as for those you are afraid you may experience, and from accepting that these losses are what make adoption different from other ways of forming families.

As we outlined in Chapter 1, all adoptions entail actual losses. Some, like the loss of a parent-child relationship for the birth parents and adoptee, are obvious. Others, like the loss of being considered “normal” because you have chosen not to raise your child or you have chosen to raise someone else’s child, are more subtle. It’s natural and healthy to take time to assess whether you want to proceed with a plan that will involve loss. In addition, there are also fears about adoption, and about open adoption in particular. These are fears of what we think we might lose. They represent the unknown risks of open adoption.

Adoptive parents fear they will lose their child—either physically, if the birth parent reclaims or abducts a child the adoptive parents have come to think of as a member of their family, or emotionally, if the child loves the birth parents more than the adoptive parents. Adoptive parents also fear they will lose their privacy and a sense of control over their lives if they are involved with birth parents, especially if the birth parents are intrusive or dysfunctional.

Birth parents are afraid they will lose the ability to move forward with their lives if they stay connected to their child—that they won’t be able to heal from the loss of the child if they keep seeing him. They are also afraid that they will lose their child completely if the adoptive parents don’t live up to the open adoption agreement.

There are additional concerns, such as that the child will feel insecure or confused if the birth parents have contact with him. Some of these are major concerns, whereas some are minor, but they occasionally take on an importance beyond their actual consequence.

Many of these fears are present in confidential adoptions, too. But such worries can be suppressed more easily in confidential adoption because the birth parents are not physically present, and the risk therefore seems farther away. In fact, this failure to directly confront the source of one’s fears often intensifies these feelings. They become an invisible threat that is frightening.

In open adoption, the discomfort level these fears create is almost impossible to ignore. As a result, worries can be dealt with at the start and are not allowed to simmer and build. For this reason, many people who were most resistant to open adoption have found themselves becoming the greatest converts to the process, proselytizing about its benefits.

By understanding that risks of certain losses are present to some degree in any adoption, you will come to realize that open adoption doesn’t necessarily represent greater risks; it just brings the risks into the open. However, by recognizing that they exist, you can assess the actual threat they pose, decide whether the potential benefits of open adoption outweigh the risks, and determine whether you can live with the losses you may experience. This chapter may help you resolve these issues. This chapter may also help you see that you do not have to be a passive “victim” of the losses of adoption or the risks of additional losses. By healthy grieving, you can move beyond the losses. Furthermore, when you grieve for some of the losses you do experience in adoption, the fear of other losses is often reduced. And by utilizing skills you already have, or can develop, for interacting with people in healthy ways, you can minimize some of the risks that may seem daunting. In addition to becoming more comfortable with open adoption, through this process you will realize incredible personal growth.

Competition with Birth Parents

One of the primary fears adoptive parents have of open adoption is that the birth parents will abduct their child. Even in confidential adoptions, where there is no information available to help birth parents locate their children, some adoptive parents find themselves worrying about the possibility. They still look suspiciously at any stranger who seems too curious about their child or who resembles their child.

It’s possible for birth parents to abduct their children if they know where they are, and it’s true that confidential adoptions make it more difficult for birth parents to know their children’s whereabouts. But experience has shown that birth parents are not likely to abduct their children in either confidential or open adoptions. For instance, in their study, Ruth McRoy, Ph.D., of the University of Texas at Austin, Harold Grotevant, Ph.D., of the University of Minnesota, and Susan Ayers-Lopez, M.A., of the University of Texas at Austin, found that four to twelve years after placement, most adoptive parents in open adoptions said they felt secure in their parenting role and had little fear that the birth parents would try to abduct their children. Those that were still concerned based their fears on actual knowledge of their child’s birth parents, for example, threats by the birth parents, whereas those in confidential and semiopen adoptions based their fears on stereotypes of birth parents. Furthermore, birth parents themselves were not found to have a desire to abduct their children.

Of course, it doesn’t matter how seldom this happens if it happens to you. Yet most people are willing to risk loss if the chances of it happening are small and if the rewards of risk taking are very great. It is also important to remember that open adoption provides adoptive parents with ample opportunity to assess the risk they are undertaking by getting to know the birth parents and developing a relationship with them.

The spectre of birth parents abducting the child really represents a deeper fear. Adoptive parents are afraid they will lose their child because they secretly worry that he doesn’t really belong to them. They think maybe their child won’t love them as much as any child loves his birth parents. They fear their child will not give them the loyalty, love, affection, and respect that they have always hoped to receive as parents. They worry about whether they will be able to effectively set limits or discipline the child if he has another set of parents to turn to. Because they didn’t give birth to the child, they wonder if their attachment will be strong enough to sustain them through times of parent-child conflict, through the independence of adolescence, or after the child leaves home. These are fears that adoptive parents have in confidential adoptions as well, but as long as the birth parents aren’t around, it is thought, these concerns are moot. However, in all adoptions, no matter the degree of openness, this fear, if not dealt with, can leave adoptive parents feeling insecure about their relationship with their child and constantly looking to be reassured of their child’s love for them.

These fears are often intensified in infertile adoptive parents who have already experienced losing a child over and over. Each month, as they tried to conceive, they felt the joy of expectation followed by disappointment. Sometimes they became pregnant only to suffer miscarriage or stillbirth. They are conditioned to believe they will lose their child.

To believe that children will love their adoptive parents as much as if they had been born to them, regardless of whether the birth parents are accessible, it is necessary to understand how parents and children bond and how they form attachments. It’s also important to understand what the day-to-day relationship will be between the adoptive parents and the child compared to that of the birth parents and the child.

BONDING AND ATTACHMENT

Because the birth mother carried the child for nine months and gave birth to her, their bond is thought by some people to be stronger than that between the child and the people who raise her. If this were true, then when birth parents have contact with their child, the bond that developed between them at birth would emerge as stronger than that which exists between the adoptive parents and the child. In other words, the only way adoptive parents and their children could feel like a family is if the people with the “real” parent-child relationship are kept apart.

In his book When Bonding Fails, Frank G. Bollon Jr. describes bonding as the parent’s instinctive desire to protect the infant, which begins in the mother during pregnancy and continues through birth and the first few days of life. Attachment takes more time and more interaction between parent and child. It develops intensely during the first year they are together as the child learns that she can depend on these people to meet her physical and emotional needs, and as parents discover they are willing to make sacrifices to meet their child’s needs. Attachment is solidified during the next two years, and reinforced throughout the child’s life, as his needs become increasingly complex and parents continue to meet those needs.

There is a bond between children and their birth parents, but it isn’t solely what accounts for the close feeling between parents and child. That feeling is a direct result of what we all think of as the nuts and bolts of parenting—getting up in the middle of the night to feed your child, bandaging him after he scrapes his knee, and comforting him when he’s in emotional pain. Regardless of the bond that exists at birth, a child is going to form the close parent-child attachment with his adoptive parents because he can depend on them to meet his needs on a day-to-day basis. The birth parent who writes, calls, visits, or even cares for the child in the parent’s absence is not going to interfere with that attachment process.

What families in open adoptions have discovered is that the birth parents, the child, and the adoptive parents are all clear about who the parents are. They are the ones who live with the child day after day, who know the difference between a cry of anger, a cry of frustration, and a cry of pain, and who are ultimately responsible for meeting all of their child’s needs. It is the adoptive mom and dad who will know the way their child prefers to be held, and when thunder strikes in an electrical storm, it is the adoptive parents to whom the child will run for comfort.

Long before the child understands adoption, he will have lived for several years with his adoptive parents. Although he will know his birth parents and will be able to relate his adoption story, he won’t really understand his biologic relationship to them until he is about six years old. That new awareness will not change his feelings about his adoptive parents any more than it does in confidential adoptions. In fact, open adoptions might actually foster a greater sense of security in adoptive parents since they are able to see, firsthand, that the existence of birth parents in no way alters their child’s primary attachment.

Most families involved in open adoptions describe the relationship between the birth parent and the family as that of a good friend—a special friend or even an aunt—but not a “coparent” or someone who in any way tries to usurp the role of the adoptive parents. In fact, many adoptive parents feel a greater sense of entitlement in open adoption because they have been chosen by the birth parents, and they receive validation from the birth parents in many small ways. Some birth parents send a Mother’s Day or Father’s Day card to the adoptive parents. Some say things such as “I like how you take care of the baby,” or “I don’t know how you can be so patient with him.”

Some people still worry that the birth parent will be jealous of the adoptive parents and will try to interfere with the arrangement. They also worry that the child will try to capitalize on any competition or jealousy between the two sets of parents. It is true that birth and adoptive parents sometimes do feel jealous of each other. After all, you each have a special relationship with your child that the other cannot have. Again, this is true in confidential adoptions as well, for the special relationship each of you has with the child exists whether or not you choose to recognize it.

In confidential adoptions, however, your fantasies about the other parents can actually intensify any feelings of jealousy you might have. In open adoption, you will grieve for the loss of a more typical parent-child relationship, but you will also come to accept and treasure the special relationship you have with your child. And once the loss is accepted, it will no longer be a constant discomfort. Still, nearly every adoptee will try at one time or another to play birth parents against adoptive parents with comments such as “I don’t have to listen to you—you’re not my real mother.” This kind of comment is only effective when adoptive parents are hypersensitive to the issues it raises because they haven’t confronted and grieved for that loss. Furthermore, many of the birth parents we have talked to indicated their commitment to backing up the adoptive parents so that the child couldn’t use this “divide and conquer” method effectively. Such teamwork isn’t an option in confidential adoption.

Fear of Intrusion

Some adoptive parents worry that the birth parents will intrude into their daily life. They think that the birth parents will want more contact than they originally indicated and hope they won’t be unreasonable people with whom to negotiate. They are afraid they will lose their independence and privacy. The old image of the birth parents as undesirable people from whom they need to be protected reemerges as adoptive parents imagine all the ways birth parents could be annoying, demanding, or even dangerous. Adoptive parents may be surprised to know that birth parents also worry about the adoptive family intruding into their lives. Birth parents worry that adoptive parents will take advantage of them by assuming they will act as no-cost babysitters, or will try to give the child back if there are problems. They are concerned about whether the child’s presence in their life will be an intrusion in the future, especially when they marry and have children.

One of the reasons open adoption is frightening to many prospective adoptive parents is that they fear the relationship gives the birth parents permission to enter their lives in an emotionally intimate way, and they are reluctant to give this kind of permission on the basis of what is often just a brief acquaintance. In many respects, open adoption is a unique way of forming a relationship. Most of the time, relationships develop gradually. We meet people with little expectation of forming a deep or lasting connection. As we get to know each other, we may discover similarities and develop some familiarity. We tentatively seek out a closer association, revealing ourselves increasingly as we build trust. Sometimes we find that someone who initially seemed like someone we’d want to be close to is not as likeable or as trustworthy as we expected and the relationship is stunted or deteriorates. We certainly don’t make a commitment to be intimately involved with another person for the rest of our lives until we know the person well enough and have enough interactions with that person to feel confident that we can pledge our faithfulness to that relationship.

In adoption, however, we make a commitment to be intimately connected to people when we agree to adopt their child or choose them to raise our child. And as that commitment is made, birth parents simultaneously select an intimate relationship for their child and adoptive parents simultaneously agree to raise a child with an intimate connection to someone else. We often make this commitment without having the luxury of allowing the relationships to grow to their natural level of intimacy and stand the lest of time.

In confidential adoption, in which the birth parents never meet or communicate in any way with the adoptee or adoptive parents, the relationship gets stunted at a peculiar point: people have an intimate connection to each other, but are never given the opportunity to explore the relationships or allow them to develop.

In semiopen adoption, in which birth parents and adoptive parents meet without revealing their full identities and communicate with each other through a third party, the relationships have the opportunity of growing gradually, but may become arrested at the point where further development is not possible without direct access to each other, unless people take the next step to a fully disclosed adoption.

In open adoption, in which the birth parents and adoptive parents communicate directly with each other, the relationships have an opportunity to grow and develop, but first you must make a commitment to be involved with each other. To be committed to being deeply connected to each other before we feel completely comfortable in the relationship is highly unusual, but it is not without parallels. For example, in time of war, men and women in a military unit entrust their lives to their comrades without first building individual relationships. Typically, they emerge from the experience feeling a deep bond despite differences in backgrounds or values. Even if they see each other only occasionally in subsequent years, there is a depth to their relationship that time and distance will not erase.

Nevertheless, it probably feels awkward and artificial at best to meet someone for the purpose of assessing whether you want to enter into a close, long-term relationship with them. It’s similar to applying to a computer dating service hoping to find a mate on the first one or two matches. Indeed, open adoptions have been compared to the old-fashioned arranged marriage. But although there are parallels between how your relationship will develop in open adoption and the courtship and dating that precedes a marital commitment, the two relationships really aren’t comparable. You will not be living together or interacting on a daily basis. You will not need to be consulting with one another before making important decisions.

Your relationship will not be equal. The power in the relationship is directly related to the legal issues in adoption. Whoever is the child’s legal parent will have more power and control in the relationship. Since the child’s legal parent will change during the course of your relationship, the power balance in the relationship will also shift. Eventually the child, too, will exert some control in the relationship.

In practice, the relationship in open adoption is more comparable to that between in-laws. Very often, people don’t meet their in-laws until after they have decided to get married. They meet with the understanding that they will be entering into a long-term relationship primarily because they both love and are concerned for the well-being of the same person. They may have different values. They may have different lifestyles. They are probably different ages. But often, even before getting to know each other very well, they make a commitment to making the relationship work because doing so is in the best interest of someone else, to whom their commitment is firmly established.

As in-laws get to know each other, they may find their relationship deepening to the point where it exists outside of their common commitment to the other person. They may take vacations together not out of obligation but because they genuinely enjoy each other’s company. They plan to be together on holidays because they want to be, not because they are expected to be.

Others may find their relationship with their in-laws cordial, but not as deep as they might like it to be, just because something doesn’t “click.” And some may have a less than ideal relationship—a jealous mother-in-law, an alcoholic father-in-law, a manipulative daughter-in-law, a self-centered son-in-law. But even in those situations, there is often an understanding that we have to make an effort at least to stay connected. There is a common belief that it is terribly tragic when relationships within a family break down—even when those relationships are established by law rather than genetics.

BOUNDARIES IN OPEN ADOPTION

Fear of intrusion may also be the result of some negative associations people have with the term open. To some people, open means that there are no barriers, no rules. An open marriage is one in which the partners do not honor the accepted rule that they will not have other sexual relationships. An open meeting is one in which anyone can attend. When someone reads you like an open book, it means you have no privacy.

Adoptive parents are skeptical of an arrangement in which it sounds like the birth parents can come and go from their lives at will. After having to reveal details of their intimate lives to fertility specialists and social workers, they understandably want to have as “normal” a life as possible, with the privacy that all families expect to have. Not only do they not want to share parenting, they don’t want to have their plans disrupted by unexpected visits from birth parents or be forced to invite them to family gatherings.

However, open adoptions do not require that you live without rules or by someone else’s set of rules. It is not an arrangement whereby the front door of the adoptive parents’ home is always unlocked to the birth family. An adoptive family can and should have appropriate boundaries about its relationship with the birth family. The difference between open adoption and confidential adoption is not that there are no longer boundaries but that there are boundaries where there used to be walls. Walls, like the old Berlin Wall, are impenetrable. Boundaries, like border crossings, allow for decisions to be made about when they can be crossed. Walls are put up by fearful people, willing to sacrifice some possible good to be sure that all the bad will be kept out. Boundaries are put up by people who are confident of their ability to differentiate the positive from the negative and willing to take the chance that occasionally something adverse might cross the boundary in order to assure that the boundary will be accessible to all the positive things that might be available.

Establishing boundaries may be more difficult for you because the adoption process (as well as the infertility process for adoptive parents) involves such a loss of privacy that you may be out of practice in setting limits. It’s important to remember that you have the right to set boundaries in this relationship and to begin the relationship with that idea in mind. The tone you set with each other during the preplacement period is likely to continue for some time after the placement. Furthermore, remember that you can choose whether you want to be in a relationship with the other person. If, prior to the placement, this seems like someone who doesn’t respect boundaries, you don’t have to remain in the relationship, or you can set stronger boundaries.

Birth Parents’ Feelings

One of the biggest fears of birth parents, adoptive parents, and their extended families is that birth parents will find it too painful to see their child but not be his parents. They are afraid that each time they see the child it will reopen an emotional wound that will never fully heal. For a long time adoption functioned on the premise that if birth parents didn’t see their child they could put the child, and their loss, out of their minds. Eventually, it became clear that this wasn’t realistic—out of sight doesn’t mean out of mind.

Open adoption is predicated on the belief that by choosing adoptive parents for their child and observing that their child is thriving in his new family, birth parents can resolve their grief more easily than when they knew nothing about the child’s welfare. By seeing their child in his adoptive family, the birth parents can openly deal with the sacrifice of their child. Assured of their child’s health and security, they can begin their own healing process. But this is not automatic—it is a choice they must make.

Birth parents who are reluctant to “let go” of their parenting role may indeed have a difficult time seeing their child. This situation is similar to seeing a former boyfriend or girlfriend—it’s painful if you haven’t accepted that the relationship is over. You can avoid the pain by avoiding the person, but it doesn’t help you heal. By confronting the source of the pain, birth parents realize they will have to work through their loss if they are to continue to have contact with their child. Birth parents who are able to work through their feelings and move beyond the loss find another role they can play in their child’s life. They can still nurture the child, although not on a daily basis and not in the same way they would if they were raising the child. They can share family stories and a sense of family or ethnic heritage with the child. Their feelings of inadequacy can be lessened and even erased as a special relationship develops between them.

Finally, it’s important to understand that the child the birth parents visualize as they grieve is the baby they relinquished at birth. The child that they see growing before them seems part of his adoptive family—not as much a part of them. Just as it seems “right” to the adoptive parents for this child to be in their family, it seems “right” to the birth parents, as well.

Once again, this point has not been empirically proven. Research has yielded a variety of findings and not everyone agrees on how to measure healthy grief resolution. Surely there will be individual responses by birth parents to seeing their children after placement. But these will be influenced not only by the openness of the adoption but by other factors, including the kind of preparation and counseling the birth parents received prior to placement as well as afterward.

Many birth parents worry that the adoptive parents will renege on the open adoption agreement by not maintaining contact. Unfortunately, in some cases this concern is founded. Adoptive parents go along with an open adoption plan because they recognize it is the only way some birth parents will place a child for adoption, and after the adoption is finalized, they change their phone number, move, or stop communicating with the birth parents. However, this doesn’t happen in most cases.

Birth parents can take some steps to minimize the risk of losing contact with the adoptive family by getting to know the adoptive parents well so that they can assess whether these are trustworthy people. Chapters 3 and 4 contain some guidelines birth parents can follow in evaluating whether particular adoptive parents make good “risks” for an open adoption. Exchanging Social Security numbers is also a good idea. With that information, you will have a better chance of being able to find each other, and the willingness of everyone to provide that information is a powerful statement of their intentions. Birth parents can also behave in a trustworthy manner themselves so that adoptive parents don’t have an excuse to break off contact. In addition, birth parents who work with a skilled facilitator who is as committed to the needs of the birth parents as to those of the adoptive parents are more likely to encounter adoptive parents who understand the importance of maintaining communication.

You may have other concerns about open adoption as well. Adoptive parents may worry that their child will be confused or feel insecure if his birth parents are involved in his life. They may be concerned that their child will feel doubly rejected if his birth parents don’t exercise their option to have contact with him. Rather than seeing value in the child having access to information about his origins, the adoptive parents may wonder how they will handle information about the birth parents that might be disturbing to the child. These apprehensions are addressed later in this book as problems to be solved rather than as risks.

Concerns of the Extended Family

Extended family members may also express fears about open adoption. Their concerns are twofold. Because they care about you, they may be concerned you will be hurt and they will share many of your worries. Your families want to protect you, and their concerns are compounded by the lack of control they have in adoption. You are making decisions that will affect your entire families, and they have no control over the results. Their decision may have been different. They may feel cultural pressures that you do not feel or may have had experiences with loss or adoption that you have not had.

But the fears and concerns of the extended family reflect their own fears of loss, too. If the birth parents reclaim or abduct the child, the entire extended adoptive family will experience a loss—not just the adoptive parents. Just as adoptive parents worry about whether their attachment to the child will be the same as it would have with a child born to them, the extended family wonders
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