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DO E S t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t a d o p t i o n 

r e c o r d s m a y b e o p e n e d to e n a b l e 

a d u l t a d o p t e e s t o s e a r c h f o r t h e i r b i r t h -

p a r e n t s o p e n u p a p a n d o r a ' s b o x ? A d o p ­

t ive p a r e n t s , w h o h a v e b e e n d o i n g t h e 

p a r e n t i n g , a r e f e a r f u l t h a t t h e y m a y lo se 

t h e i r c h i l d r e n t o t h e b i r t h - p a r e n t s . 

A d o p t e e s a r e i n s i s t i n g t h a t t h e y h a v e a 

r i g h t t o i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h e i r b a c k ­

g r o u n d , a civil r i g h t , t h e y b e l i e v e , w h i c h 

s h o u l d b e g r a n t e d t o all a d o p t i v e p e r s o n s 

w h e n t h e y r e a c h t h e a g e o f 18 . B i r t h -

p a r e n t s w h o r e l i n q u i s h e d t h e i r r i g h t s 

w h e n t h e i r c h i l d r e n w e r e p l a c e d f o r 

a d o p t i o n m a y see t h i s as a n i n v a s i o n o f 

t h e i r p r i v a c y . T h e y a r e t h e m o s t v u l n e r ­

a b l e a n d t h e l eas t p r e p a r e d f o r t h e c o n ­

s e q u e n c e s t h a t m a y resu l t s h o u l d t h e seal­

e d r e c o r d s b e o p e n e d . T h e issues c o n ­

f r o n t i n g u s a r e c o m p l e x a n d e x t r e m e l y 

s ens i t i ve o n e s , t h a t t o u c h d e e p l y u p o n 

t h e l ives o f m a n y m i l l i o n s o f p e o p l e . W e 

m u s t , t h e r e f o r e , e x a m i n e o u r c u r r e n t 

pol ic ies so t h a t we c a n d e v e l o p a p p r o ­

p r i a t e s e r v i c e s t h a t r e s p o n d t o t h e s e 

e m e r g i n g n e e d s . 

T h e f o l l o w i n g l e t t e r , a p p e a r i n g in The 

Family Tree, a p u b l i c a t i o n o f t h e V i s t a D e l 

M a r A d o p t i o n G u i l d , p r e s e n t s t h e fee l ­

i n g s o f a n a d o p t i v e m o t h e r a b o u t t h e 

poss ib i l i t i e s t h a t h e r a d o p t e d c h i l d m a y 

w i s h to s e a r c h f o r h i s b i r t h p a r e n t s : 

* Presented at the Annual meet ing o f the Na­
tional Conference of Jewish Communal Services, 
San Francisco, J u n e 4, 1974. 

T h e quest ion of whether adopt ion records 
should be sealed or open to adults who were 
adopted as children has recently become a "hot" 
issue. Those in favor of open records cite par­
ents who have adopted as an obstacle; those 
opposed to open records give parents who have 
adopted as a reason. 
As a parent who has adopted, I take issue with 
both sides. It is true that our son came to us 
through adoption, but it is the relationship and 
love that have developed that makes him our 
son and us his parents. T h e relationship will 
continue and grow until he becomes an adult. 
T h e n it will be time for us, as for all parents, to 
recognize that our son is a unique, individual 
adult in his own right. 
I cannot say whether or not he will have deeply 
disturbing questions about the people whose 
genes gave him life, his physical appearance, 
and possibly even his potential. I can only be 
prepared to give him honest answers to his 
questions as he grows. If he does have questions 
when he reaches adulthood, I hope that some­
how he can find answers that will give him peace 
of mind. It will be a decision that he, as a unique 
individual, must make. 

I will not feel threatened or hurt if he should 
decide to seek out his birth-parents. When he 
became our son, we wanted no guarantees that 
he would accept us forever with never a thought 
of the people who gave him life. We only 
wanted to love him and have the privilege of 
sustaining and nurtur ing that life. He has 
another "mother" somewhere , but I am his 
Mother. He will have no memories of her — she 
was not there to comfort him when he was sick, 
she was not there when his fingers were slam­
med in the door, she will not be there for his 
first day of school or for his graduation. 
Even if our son should some day meet his 
birth-parents, why should we feel threatened? 
If he should become friends with them, or grow 
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to love them, it would not diminish the relation­
ship that we share with him. Love for one indi­
vidual does not diminish because we also love 
another individual. If knowing and loving his 
birth-parents would give our son more security 
and happiness, we would welcome the oppor­
tunity for him. We love him — his happiness 
will make us happy. 

A le t t e r f r o m a 2 1 - y e a r - o l d a d o p t e e , 

h o p i n g t h a t t h e d o c t o r w h o d e l i v e r e d 

h e r w o u l d f o r w a r d i t t o h e r b i r t h -

m o t h e r , h i g h l i g h t s t h e p r o b l e m s f a c i n g 

s o m e a d o p t e e s . T h e l e t t e r s t a t e s : 

Dr. Smith must have explained to you who this 
letter is from. I'm Jennie . 
This is the most difficult letter I've ever written. 
If it's awkward and hard to understand please 
forgive me. My twenty-first birthday finally 
came and now after waiting all my life to find 
out all about you, I don't know what to say or do. 
I don't know how it has been for you. 
But for me, being adopted has meant many-
things. 
It's fun because it gets attention, painful because 
of all the unanswered questions. And wonder­
ful because I have such a beautiful family. I love 
my family as much as anyone can if not more, 
and I am always aware of how fortunate 1 am to 
have them, but in the background. I have al­
ways known you were there — somewhere. 
I am so curious about my heritage, who you are 
and who my natural father was. 
I don't want to bring back memories, that may 
be painful for you. But if you could please write 
to me and tell me things, like your birthday, his 
birthday, where you both were from, how you 
met, what happened to him, what was his name; 
if I could only see pictures of you all. There are 
so many missing pieces , things I've always 
wanted to know. T h e Jones family is so proud of 
their heritage. 1 look in the family albums and 
see the resemblances of the faces of the mothers 
and daughters. T h e n I look at my girl friends 
and see the images of their mothers in their 
eyes. It has always intrigued me. 
I wonder if I look like my natural father. There 
just isn't too much you could tell me. If you 
could even loan me some pictures, I promise to 
return them. 

I am living in Inglewood right now. I live with 
my friend Joan, my dog Alice, cat Sadie, my 
bird Cici, my fish Ginger Rogers. 
Within the next month or so I'll be moving. I 
want to go back to school so I'm moving home 
before I go back to college. I'd like to meet you 
before I leave. 

I'm afraid, I don't know how to relate to you. 
I'm grateful to you and I'm curious about you 
and your family, but, I don't know what to think 
of you. It's strange to think I have another 
Mother, someone to w h o m I owe my existence, 
but who really isn't a mother. 
My true mother is the woman who raised m e 
and cared for me. And I love her very much. 
Right now I'm so confused with who I am and 
what I should do with my life that I wouldn't 
know how to feel toward you. But I do want to 
hear from you. Would you please write to me? 
If you like I will write again and tell you any­
thing you want to know about me. I hope I have 
not hurt you or intruded too far into the past. 
Thank you for giving me the most beautiful gift 
of all. LIFE. 

D o e s a n a d o p t e e , s u c h a s t h e 

2 1 - y e a r - o l d g i r l w h o w r o t e t h e l e t t e r 

a b o v e h a v e t h e r i g h t t o i d e n t i f y i n g i n ­

f o r m a t i o n a b o u t h e r s e l f t h a t m a y l e a d t o 

a r e u n i o n w i t h h e r b i r t h - p a r e n t ( s ) ? I f s o , 

w h a t a r e t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h i s f o r 

a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s , b i r t h - p a r e n t s , a d o p ­

t e e s a n d all t h o s e i n t h e h e l p i n g p r o f e s ­

s i o n s w h o a r e b e i n g c a l l e d u p o n to p r o ­

v i d e a n s w e r s t o t h e v e r y c o m p l e x a n d f a r 

r e a c h i n g i s s u e s i n v o l v e d . 

T h i s a r t i c l e d e a l s w i t h a b r i e f h i s t o r i c a l 

r e v i e w o f t h e s e a l e d r e c o r d in a d o p t i o n s , 

e x a m i n e s t h e p o s i t i o n s o f a d v o c a c y 

g r o u p s o n b e h a l f o f t h e a d o p t e e , a n d 

r e p o r t s u p o n t h e r e s u l t s o f d a t a g a t h e r e d 

f r o m a d o p t e e s , a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s a n d 

b i r t h - p a r e n t s , t h a t s p e a k t o s o m e o f 

t h e s e i s s u e s . 

A d o p t i o n l e g i s l a t i o n in t h e U . S . h a s 

a lways b e e n e n a c t e d a t a s t a t e level w i t h a 

g r e a t d e a l o f i n d i v i d u a l v a r i a t i o n a n d i n ­

t e r p r e t a t i o n . I n g e n e r a l , t h e 5 0 s t a t e s 

p r o v i d e t h e a d o p t e d c h i l d w i t h t h e s a m e 

bas i c r i g h t s as a n a t u r a l c h i l d t o p r o t e c ­

t i o n , m a i n t e n a n c e a n d e d u c a t i o n f r o m 

h is p a r e n t s . I t is g e n e r a l l y a c c e p t e d t h a t 

t h e finality o f t h e l ega l t e r m i n a t i o n o f t h e 

b i r t h - p a r e n t s ' r i g h t s a n d r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , 

a l o n g w i t h c l o s e d i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f t h e 

p a r t i e s i n v o l v e d , is a p r o t e c t i o n t o t h e 

c h i l d , t h e n a t u r a l p a r e n t s a n d t h e a d o p ­

t ive p a r e n t s . T h e a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s a r e 

a s s u r e d o f p r i v a c y a n d a lack o f i n t e r f e r -
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e n c e f r o m t h e n a t u r a l m o t h e r w h i l e t h e 
n a t u r a l m o t h e r is g i v e n t h e o p p o r t u n i t y 
t o m a k e a n e w life f o r h e r s e l f . 

B e g i n n i n g in t h e l a t e 1940 ' s , laws w e r e 
p a s s e d in m o s t o f t h e s t a t e s k e e p i n g in ­
f o r m a t i o n i d e n t i f y i n g t h e n a t u r a l p a r ­
e n t s c o n f i d e n t i a l a n d a v a i l a b l e t o a d u l t 
a d o p t e e s o n l y t h r o u g h s p e c i a l c o u r t 
o r d e r . A t t h e p r e s e n t t i m e o n l y A l a b a m a , 
A r i z o n a , C o n n e c t i c u t a n d K a n s a s d o n o t 
k e e p t h e r e c o r d s c o m p l e t e l y s e a l e d . 1 

T h e po l i c i e s a r e q u i t e d i f f e r e n t in Sco t ­
l a n d a n d F i n l a n d , h o w e v e r , w h e r e t h e 
a d u l t a d o p t e e h a s access to official r ec ­
o r d s a n d i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t c o u l d lead to 
t h e t r a c i n g o f t h e o r i g i n a l p a r e n t s . I n 
S c o t l a n d , f o r e x a m p l e , a n y p e r s o n o v e r 
t h e a g e o f 17 c a n w r i t e t o o r visit t h e 
R e g i s t e r H o u s e in E d i n b u r g h a n d , o n 
p r o d u c t i o n o f e v i d e n c e a b o u t h imse l f , 
a sk f o r a c o p y o f h i s o r i g i n a l b i r t h ce r t i f i ­
c a t e . 

O n e o f t h e o r i g i n a l p u r p o s e s o f t h e 
s e a l e d r e c o r d w a s t o p r o t e c t t h e c h i l d 
f r o m t h e s t i g m a a t t a c h e d to h i s i l legi t i ­
m a t e s t a t u s . T h i s w a s f u r t h e r a c c o m ­
p l i shed by p r o v i d i n g t h e a d o p t e e wi th a 
n e w b i r t h c e r t i f i c a t e c o n t a i n i n g o n l y t h e 
n a m e s o f t h e a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s . I n r e c e n t 
y e a r s s o m e s t a t e s h a v e a d d e d t h e w o r d 
" a m e n d e d " t o t h e s e b i r t h c e r t i f i c a t e s t o 
i n d i c a t e t h a t t h e y h a v e b e e n a l t e r e d . 

T h e a d u l t a d o p t e e h a s t h e l ega l r e ­
c o u r s e t o p e t i t i o n t h e o r i g i n a l c o u r t t h a t 
h a n d l e d t h e a d o p t i o n a n d a sk f o r t h e 
r e c o r d s t o be u n s e a l e d . T h e c o u r t s a r e 
g e n e r a l l y c o n s e r v a t i v e r e g a r d i n g s u c h 
m a t t e r s a n d will o p e n t h e r e c o r d s in u n ­
u s u a l c a s e s w h e r e m a t t e r s o f h e a l t h , 
p r o p e r t y i n h e r i t a n c e o r o t h e r s u c h p r a c ­
t ical i s sues a r e a t s t a k e . 

The Adoptee Activist Movement 
C h a l l e n g i n g t h i s c o n c e p t a r e t w o 

a d o p t e e act iv is t o r g a n i z a t i o n s . O n e was 

1 Barbara Prager and S. R o t h s t e i n , " T h e 
Adoptee's Right to Know His Natural Heritage", 
New York Law Forum, Volume XIX, No. 1 (1973), 
pp. 137-156. 

p i o n e e r e d o v e r 2 0 y e a r s a g o by J e a n M. 
P a t o n , a n a d o p t e d soc ia l w o r k e r , w h o 
s e a r c h e d a n d f o u n d h e r o r i g i n a l m o t h e r 
w h e n s h e w a s 4 7 a n d h e r m o t h e r 6 9 . 
S i n c e t h e n s h e h a s w r i t t e n a n d l e c t u r e d 
on t h e s u b j e c t , 2 ' 3 a n d h e a d s a n o r g a n i z a ­
t i o n ca l l ed Orphan Voyage w i t h its m a i n 
o f f ice in C e d a r e d g e , C o l o r a d o . S h e h a s 
s u g g e s t e d t h e c o n c e p t o f a " r e u n i o n f i l e" 
w h e r e b y i n f o r m a t i o n c o u l d b e k e p t r e ­
c o r d e d o n a d o p t e d c h i l d r e n a n d t h e i r 
n a t u r a l p a r e n t s . T h e n a t u r a l m o t h e r 
w o u l d h a v e r e g u l a r a c c e s s t o u n i d e n t i f i ­
a b l e i n f o r m a t i o n as t h e c h i l d w a s g r o w ­
i n g u p . W h e n h e r e a c h e d a d u l t h o o d a 
r e u n i o n c o u l d b e a r r a n g e d if e i t h e r 
p a r t y i n i t i a t e d a c o n t a c t a n d b o t h s i d e s 
w e r e a g r e e a b l e . 4 

P r o b a b l y t h e m o s t p u b l i c i z e d a n d ac ­
t i v e w o r k e r i n t h e a d o p t e e a c t i v i s t 
m o v e m e n t is F l o r e n c e L a d d e n F i s h e r , a 
N e w Y o r k h o u s e w i f e , w h o r e c e n t l y 
f o u n d e d a g r o u p c a l l e d t h e Adoptees' 
Liberty Movement Association ( A L M A ) 
w h i c h is o p e n i n g b r a n c h e s a c r o s s t h e 
c o u n t r y . T h e o r g a n i z a t i o n is d e v o t e d t o 
r e p e a l i n g t h e p r e s e n t l a w s , h e l p i n g 
a d o p t e e s find t h e i r n a t u r a l p a r e n t s a n d 
p r o v i d i n g i n f o r m a t i o n t o n a t u r a l p a r ­
e n t s w h o h a v e p r e v i o u s l y g i v e n t h e i r 
c h i l d r e n u p fo r a d o p t i o n . F i s h e r sees t h e 
s e a l e d r e c o r d s as a n a f f r o n t t o h u m a n 
d i g n i t y a n d v iews t h e a d o p t e e ' s n e e d to 
k n o w h is h e r e d i t a r y b a c k g r o u n d a s a 
n e c e s s a r y p a r t o f i d e n t i t y f o r m a t i o n . S h e 
d e s c r i b e s t h e s e n s e o f loss a n d g r i e f o f 
t h e " a n o n y m o u s p e r s o n . " S h e d o e s n o t 
see w h y t h e s e a r c h f o r t h e n a t u r a l p a r ­
e n t s s h o u l d b e c o n s t r u e d as a r e j e c t i o n by 
t h e a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s a n d a l l e g e s t h a t t h e 
o u t c o m e c a n a c t u a l l y r e s u l t in a c l o s e r 

2 Jean M. Paton, The Adopted Break Silence, Life 
History Study Center, Acton, California, 1954. 

Jean M. Paton, Orphan Voyage, Vantage, New 
York. 1968. 

A bill recently introduced by Assemblyman 
K.eene (AB3320) in the California Legislature, £jts 
up an Adopt ion Exchange whereby adult adoptees 
and birth-parents may indicate their interest in 
reunions. 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h i n t h e a d o p t i v e f ami ly . 
S h e a l so p o i n t s o u t t h a t t h e a d o p t e e is n o t 
n e c e s s a r i l y s e e k i n g to d e v e l o p a r e l a t i o n ­
s h i p w i t h t h e n a t u r a l m o t h e r a n d in n o 
w a y is t r y i n g to d i s r u p t t h e life s h e h a s 
s u b s e q u e n t l y bu i l t f o r h e r s e l f . 5 

F i s h e r is a l so a n a d o p t e e w h o s p e n t 
o v e r 2 0 y e a r s s e a r c h i n g f o r h e r n a t u r a l 
p a r e n t s a f t e r t h e d e a t h o f h e r a d o p t i v e 
p a r e n t s . I n h e r r e c e n t b o o k 6 s h e d e ­
s c r i b e s in v iv id d e t a i l h e r o w n e m o t i o n a l 
t u r m o i l a n d i d e n t i t y cr is is w h i c h s h e fee ls 
r e s o l v e d i tself w i t h t h e r e u n i o n s h e ac ­
c o m p l i s h e d w i t h b o t h h e r n a t u r a l 
m o t h e r a n d n a t u r a l f a t h e r . I n t h e s u b s e ­
q u e n t y e a r s s h e h a s d e v e l o p e d a v e r y 
c lo se r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h e r f a t h e r , b u t a 
m o r e t e n u o u s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h e r 
m o t h e r . 

T h e r e is g r e a t c o n c e r n t o d a y a m o n g 
a d o p t i o n w o r k e r s a n d a g e n c i e s t h a t 
t h e r e will b e a g r e a t e r n u m b e r o f a d o p ­
t e e s r e t u r n i n g f o r i d e n t i f y i n g i n f o r m a ­
t i o n as a r e s u l t o f t h e s u p p o r t a n d r e i n ­
f o r c e m e n t p r o v i d e d by A L M A a n d t h e 
n e w s m e d i a . S o m e a g e n c i e s h a v e o c c a ­
s iona l ly a g r e e d to m e d i a t e in a r e u n i o n 
b e t w e e n a n a d o p t e e a n d h i s n a t u r a l p a r ­
e n t w h e n b o t h p a r t i e s h a v e b e e n m u t u ­
ally a g r e e a b l e . I n s o m e o f t h e s e ca se s t h e 
in i t i a l r e q u e s t was m a d e by t h e p a r e n t 
a n d n o t t h e a d o p t e e . M o s t o f t h e c o n ­
s u m m a t e d r e u n i o n s h a v e n o t b e e n a r ­
r a n g e d by a t h i r d p a r t y , h o w e v e r , a n d 
c o m e a b o u t a f t e r y e a r s o f e m o t i o n a l l y 
d r a i n i n g s e a r c h e s t h a t m a y c o v e r o n e 
e n d o f t h e c o u n t r y to t h e o t h e r . It is t h e 
a i m of A L M A to assist t h e s e d e t e r m i n e d 
i n d i v i d u a l s t o a c h i e v e t h e i r e n d wi th less 
f r u s t r a t i o n a n d t r a u m a . 

Responses to a Newspaper Article 
A n ar t ic le t h a t a p p e a r e d in t h e Los 

A n g e l e s T i m e s 7 b r o u g h t o u r r e s e a r c h 

5 Florence Fisher, The Search for Anna Fisher, 
Arthur Fields, New York. 1973. 

6 Ibid. 
7 Lynn Lilliston, "Who Am I? Adoptees Seek 

Right to Know," Los Angeles Times, July 2 2 , 1973, 
Part 10, pp. 1, 14-17. 

i n t e r e s t in t h e " s e a l e d r e c o r d s i s s u e " 
t o t h e a t t e n t i o n o f a a l a r g e p o p u l a t i o n 
c e n t e r a n d r e q u e s t e d t h a t i n t e r e s t e d 
r e a d e r s w r i t e a n d d e s c r i b e t h e i r o w n 
p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e s a n d r e a c t i o n s . 
A s a r e s u l t o f t h e a r t i c l e ' s a p p e a l 
a l a r g e n u m b e r o f l e t t e r s w e r e r e ­
c e i v e d r e p r e s e n t i n g , o r s a m p l i n g , r e ­
s p o n s e s , o f t h e t h r e e p a r t i e s m a k i n g u p 
t h e a d o p t i o n t r i a n g l e , w i t h t h e p r e p o n ­
d e r a n c e c o m i n g f r o m t h e " h i d d e n " 
b i r t h - p a r e n t g r o u p . Q u e s t i o n n a i r e s r e ­
g a r d i n g t h e a t t i t u d e s t o w a r d s t h e s e a l e d 
r e c o r d w e r e m a i l e d t o all t h o s e w h o p r o ­
v i d e d f o r w a r d i n g a d d r e s s e s a n d a r ­
r a n g e m e n t s w e r e m a d e f o r i n t e n s i v e i n ­
t e r v i e w s w i t h t h o s e a d o p t e e s a n d b i r t h ­
p a r e n t s w h o h a d a l r e a d y e x p e r i e n c e d a 
r e u n i o n . 

The Birth-Parents 

T h e r e s u l t was a b e g i n n i n g i n v e s t i g a ­
t i o n o f t h e f e e l i n g s a n d a t t i t u d e s o f 
b i r t h - p a r e n t s y e a r s a f t e r t h e y h a d r e l i n ­
q u i s h e d t h e i r c h i l d . T h i s c h a l l e n g e d t h e 
t r a d i t i o n a l c o n c e p t of a d o p t i o n w h i c h 
h a d t e r m i n a t e d d e f i n i t i v e l y , t h r o u g h t h e 
s e a l e d r e c o r d , t h e t ies b e t w e e n t h e a d o p ­
t e e a n d h i s b i r t h - f a m i l y . T h e b i r t h -
p a r e n t h a s b e e n t h e m y s t e r i o u s " h i d d e n " 
p a r e n t a r o u n d w h o m t h e a d o p t e e a n d 
t h e b i r t h - p a r e n t s h a v e b e e n a b l e t o 
w e a v e f a n t a s i e s o f a p o s i t i v e o r n e g a t i v e 
n a t u r e . T h i s a n o n y m o u s i n d i v i d u a l a l so 
h a s b e e n t h e i n d i r e c t c a u s e o f m a n y in­
t r a p s y c h i c c o n f l i c t s a n d i n t e r p e r s o n a l 
t e n s i o n s , p a r t i c u l a r l y b e t w e e n a d o l e s ­
c e n t a d o p t e e s a n d t h e i r a d o p t i v e p a r ­
e n t s . 

T h e o p e n a n d c o o p e r a t i v e r e s p o n s e of 
t h e b i r t h - p a r e n t s , e s p e c i a l l y m o t h e r s , t o 
t h e n e w s p a p e r ar t ic le was ve ry e n l i g h t ­
e n i n g . M a n y o f t h e 4 7 w h o r e s p o n d e d 
s e e m e d to w a n t t o c o m e o u t o f " h i d i n g " 
in o r d e r t o e x p r e s s v e r y p e r s o n a l feel ­
i n g s a n d a t t i t u d e s . T h e r e w a s a n i m p l i c a ­
t i o n t h a t t h e g i v i n g u p o f a c h i l d f o r 
a d o p t i o n is a n i n d e l i b l e , t r a u m a t i c e x -
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p e r i e n c e . M a n y o f t h e s e b i r t h - p a r e n t s 
s e e m e d t o be e x i s t i n g at two leve ls : f u n c ­
t i o n i n g wel l w i th in m a r r i a g e , fami ly o r 
p a r e n t i n g , b u t h a r b o r i n g d e e p e m o ­
t ional f e e l i n g s a n d s h a r p m e m o r i e s o f 
the b e a r i n g a n d r e l i n q u i s h i n g o f a ch i ld . 

A large n u m b e r o f t h e b i r t h - m o t h e r s 
e x p r e s s e d a d e s i r e to s h a r e c u r r e n t in­
f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h e m s e l v e s wi th the ir 
ch i ld a n d to r e c e i v e p e r i o d i c r e p o r t s o n 
his w e l f a r e . A s a g r o u p , t h e y s e e m e d re­
s p o n s i v e to the ir ch i ldren ' s n e e d s a n d a 
majority w o u l d be respons ive to a r e u n i o n 
if it w o u l d be he lpful to the a d o p t e e . Most 
o f t h e m expres sed a reluctance to intrude 
u p o n or disrupt the lives o f their chi ld or 
the a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s . T h e y e x p r e s s e d 
g r a t i t u d e a n d a p p r e c i a t i o n to the a d o p ­
tive p a r e n t s for c a r i n g for a n d ra i s ing 
the ir ch i ld . V e r y few o f t h e b i r t h - p a r e n t s 
e x p r e s s e d a n y i n t e r e s t in p u r s u i n g a 
r e u n i o n , t h e m s e l v e s , wi th the ir a d o p t e d 
chi ld . T h i s is n o t to say, h o w e v e r , that 
t h e r e are n o t a n u m b e r o f m a t u r e , wel l 
m e a n i n g b i r t h - p a r e n t s w h o w o u l d like to 
h a v e a r e u n i o n w i t h t h e i r c h i l d f o r 
m u t u a l l y benef ic ia l r e a s o n s . 

T h e major i ty o f b i r t h - m o t h e r s c o n ­
c e i v e d t h e i r c h i l d o u t - o f - w e d l o c k . I n 
p r e v i o u s g e n e r a t i o n s this act m a y h a v e 
h a d m o r e o f a t e n d e n c y to p r e s e n t a 
s y m b o l i c a c t i n g - o u t o f i n n e r c o n f l i c t s 
t h a n it d o e s at p r e s e n t . T h e t r e n d to­
w a r d s r e m o v i n g the s t i g m a o f t h e u n w e d 
m o t h e r m a y a lso m a k e it eas i er f o r s o m e 
o f the o l d e r b i r t h - m o t h e r s to c o m e for th 
a n d s h a r e t h e i r f e e l i n g s a b o u t t h e i r 
a d o p t i v e e x p e r i e n c e a n d s u b s e q u e n t life 
m o r e o p e n l y , w h i c h w o u l d a d d great ly to 
o u r k n o w l e d g e o f a d o p t i o n d y n a m i c s . 
T h e s e c h a n g e s in societal a t t i tude m a y 
also m a k e it eas i er for b i r t h - m o t h e r s to 
accept m o r e readi ly the p r o s p e c t s o f a 
r e u n i o n wi th the ir chi ld , e spec ia l ly if t h e 
p r e s e n t laws w h i c h k e e p t h e a d o p t i o n 
r e c o r d s s e a l e d are r e p e a l e d . 

W e r e c o g n i z e that de f in i t i ve c o n c l u ­
s ions c a n n o t be d r a w n f r o m a relat ively 
smal l n u m b e r o f le t ters . T h e very fact 

that they r e s p o n d e d ind ica te s a s e n s e o t 
respons ib i l i ty , m a t u r i t y a n d c o n c e r n o n 
the ir part . 

T h e A d o p t i v e P a r e n t s 

A p p r o x i m a t e l y 170 a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s , 
r e p r e s e n t i n g s e v e r a l a d o p t i v e p a r e n t 
g r o u p s , par t i c ipa ted in g r o u p se s s ions at 
w h i c h t h e c o n t r o v e r s y o v e r the s e a l e d 
r e c o r d was d i s c u s s e d . I n a d d i t i o n to this , 
12 a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s r e s p o n d e d t o the 
n e w s p a p e r a r t i c l e s . A s a g r o u p , t h e 
a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s s e e m e d to b e a r an ir­
r e v e r s i b l e s c a r : i n f e r t i l i t y a n d i t s 
psychological sequelae . T h e y also s e e m e d 
t o b e o v e r p r o t e c t i v e p a r e n t s . 
T h e s e t e n d e n c i e s are also re f l ec ted in 
t h e i r r e a c t i o n to t h e a d o p t e e act ivist 
g r o u p s a n d the p r o s p e c t s o f c h a n g e in 
a d o p t i o n p o l i c y . M a n y f e a r t h a t a 
l iberal izat ion o f t h e s e a l e d r e c o r d laws 
w o u l d l ead to a loss o f the ir a d o p t e d 
ch i ld to t h e b i r t h - p a r e n t s , e v e n t h o u g h 
t h e r e is n o e v i d e n c e at p r e s e n t to back u p 
this f e e l i ng . It w o u l d a p p e a r that this 
a n x i e t y r e p r e s e n t s a r e s u r g e n c e o f t h e 
o l d p r e - a d o p t i o n c h i l d l e s s f e e l i n g o f 
fa i lure , d e p r i v a t i o n , s e p a r a t i o n a n d loss . 
M a n y a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s a l so v iew any in ­
terest by the ir c h i l d r e n in the ir b ir th-
p a r e n t s as a n ind ica t ion that t h e y h a v e 
fa i led as p a r e n t s . 

A d o p t i v e p a r e n t s a re e x t r e m e l y p r o ­
tect ive w h e n it c o m e s to l o o k i n g at t h e 
p r o s p e c t s o f the ir c h i l d r e n e n c o u n t e r i n g 
the ir b i r th -parent s . T h e y e x p r e s s c o n ­
c e r n a b o u t the ir c h i l d r e n b e i n g h u r t by a 
r e u n i o n a n d a r e o p p o s e d t o b i r t h -
p a r e n t s in i t ia t ing a r e u n i o n wi th the ir 
c h i l d r e n . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , t h e y fee l a 
grea t dea l o f e m p a t h y a n d c o n c e r n for 
t h e b i r t h - m o t h e r a n d fee l it is w r o n g to 
d i s r u p t h e r life by a l l o w i n g the ir ch i ld to 
seek a r e u n i o n wi th her . T h e a d o p t i v e 
p a r e n t s a re u s u a l l y r e a s s u r e d , s o m e ­
w h a t , w h e n they real ize that the a d o p t e e 
activist g r o u p s a d v o c a t e a c h a n g e in the 
p r e s e n t laws to affect on ly e m a n c i p a t e d 
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adul t a d o p t e e s , a n d n o t c h i l d r e n or a d o ­
lescents . 

T h e A d o p t e e s 

It w o u l d a p p e a r that very f ew o f t h e 22 
a d o p t e e s w h o r e s p o n d e d to the n e w s ­
p a p e r article w e r e p r o v i d e d wi th e n o u g h 
b a c k g r o u n d i n f o r m a t i o n to be i n c o r p o ­
r a t e d i n t o t h e i r d e v e l o p i n g e g o a n d 
s e n s e o f ident i ty . T h i s is o f t e n n o t the 
fault o f the a d o p t i o n a g e n c y , but fre ­
q u e n t l y b e c a u s e o f a r e l u c t a n c e o n t h e 
part o f the a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s to i m p a r t 
k n o w n i n f o r m a t i o n , e spec ia l ly o f a n e g a ­
tive n a t u r e , w h i c h m i g h t hur t the ch i ld . 
T h e a d o p t e e s are o f t e n ret icent to ask 
g e n e a l o g i c a l q u e s t i o n s b e c a u s e t h e y 
s e n s e the ir parents ' insecur i t i e s in this 
area . T h e d e s i r e for b a c k g r o u n d in for ­
m a t i o n is u b i q u i t o u s to all a d o p t e e s but 
c a n b e c o m e a b u r n i n g i s sue for s o m e , 
s imply b e c a u s e they h a v e br ight , c u r i o u s 
m i n d s a n d a p p r o a c h all o f life's m y s ­
ter ies in the s a m e m a n n e r . T h i s m a y 
h a v e n o t h i n g to d o wi th the qual i ty of the 
a d o p t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

M a n y a d o p t e e s are p r e o c c u p i e d wi th 
ex i s tent ia l c o n c e r n s a n d a f e e l i n g o f i so­
la t ion a n d a l i ena t ion d u e to t h e break in 
t h e c o n t i n u i t y o f life t h r o u g h t h e g e n e r a ­
t ions that the ir a d o p t i o n r e p r e s e n t s . For 
s o m e , the e x i s t i n g block to the past may-
crea te a f e e l i n g that t h e r e is a block to t h e 
f u t u r e as wel l . T h e a d o p t e e ' s ident i ty 
f o r m a t i o n m u s t be v i e w e d w i t h i n the 
c o n t e x t o f t h e life cyc le in w h i c h birth 
a n d d e a t h a r e c l o s e l y l i n k e d u n c o n ­
sc ious ly . T h i s b e c o m e s e v i d e n t w h e n w e 
o b s e r v e h o w f r e q u e n t l y m a r r i a g e , the 
b ir th o f the a d o p t e e ' s first ch i ld o r the 
d e a t h o f his a d o p t i v e p a r e n t t r i g g e r s o f f 
a n e v e n g r e a t e r s e n s e o f g e n e a l o g i c a l 
b e w i l d e r m e n t . 

T h i s is n o t to say that t h e r e aren' t 
a d o p t e e s w h o h a v e an obsess ive n e e d to 
s earch for the ir b i r t h - p a r e n t s b e c a u s e o f 
n e u r o t i c p r o b l e m s s t e m m i n g f r o m an 
e m o t i o n a l l y b a r r e n r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

the ir a d o p t i v e parent s . S o m e o f t h e s e 
p e r s o n s are p e r p e t u a l s e a r c h e r s , a lways 
s t o p p i n g short o f a r e u n i o n . It is the 
s e a r c h itself, a n d the as soc ia ted fantas ies , 
w h i c h is t h e s i g n i f i c a n t p r o c e s s t h a t 
s erves to h o l d t h e s e p e r s o n s t o g e t h e r . It 
w o u l d a p p e a r t h a t t h e s e i n d i v i d u a l s 
w o u l d a l m o s t p r e f e r to live wi th the ir 
fantas ies , a p r o l o n g a t i o n o f t h e classic 
fami ly r o m a n c e t h e m e , ra ther t h a n face 
r e a l i t y w i t h a p o s s i b l e d i s i l l u s i o n i n g 
r e u n i o n wi th t h e b i r th -parent . T h e o b ­
sess ive p r e o c c u p a t i o n s e r v e s to r e p r e s s 
f r o m c o n s c i o u s n e s s f e e l i n g s o f p r o f o u n d 
l o n e l i n e s s a n d d e p r e s s i o n . 

It is a lso i m p o r t a n t to d i s t i n g u i s h f r o m 
t h e s e o t h e r s i tuat ions , a specia l f o r m o f 
q u a s i - s e a r c h i n g . W e are r e f e r r i n g to t h e 
a d o l e s c e n t a d o p t e e w h o g o e s t h r o u g h a 
p e r i o d o f t h r e a t e n i n g his p a r e n t s wi th 
t h e idea o f g o i n g o f f a n d s e a r c h i n g for 
his b i r th -parent s . T h i s is actual ly a typi­
cal e x a m p l e o f a d o l e s c e n t a c t i n g - o u t 
w h i c h is n o d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h e n o n -
a d o p t e e t h r e a t e n i n g t o r u n a w a y o r 
m o v e in to his o w n a p a r t m e n t . T h e a d o p ­
tive p a r e n t s are espec ia l ly v u l n e r a b l e to 
s u c h threats a n d o f t e n over -reac t with 
i n t e n s e fear o r a n g e r , w h i c h o n l y serve to 
r e i n f o r c e t h e i r y o u n g s t e r ' s m a n i p u l a t i v e 
p o w e r s . 

T h e r e are m a n y r e a s o n s w h y a n a d o p ­
tee fee l s a n e e d to s earch for m o r e in­
f o r m a t i o n o n his b i r t h - p a r e n t s o r to s eek 
o u t a r e u n i o n , in m a n y cases t h e t rue 
p u r p o s e r e m a i n i n g u n c o n s c i o u s . W e 
h a v e c lass i f ied t h e r e a s o n s for s e a r c h i n g 
in to t h e f o l l o w i n g ca tegor i e s : a) m e d i c a l 
necess i ty o r o t h e r practical c o n s i d e r a ­
t ions; b) g e n e a l o g i c a l cur ios i ty ; c) a f a n ­
tasy o f b e i n g r e u n i t e d wi th the idea l i zed 
" g o o d parent ," o f t e n as a resul t o f a p o o r 
r e l a t i o n s h i p wi th t h e a d o p t i v e p a r e n t ; d) 
the late r e v e l a t i o n o f a d o p t i o n with re ­
su l t ing b e w i l d e r m e n t a n d c o n f u s i o n ; e) a 
n e e d for a love object to c o u n t e r f e e l i n g s 
o f l o n e l i n e s s a n d d e p r e s s i o n ; a n d f) the 
d e s i r e to r e p l a c e an object lost t h r o u g h 
i l lness o r d e a t h . 
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Reunion Cases 

W e w e r e a b l e t o s t u d y t h e o u t c o m e of 
r e u n i o n s b e t w e e n a d u l t a d o p t e e s a n d 
t h e i r b i r t h r e l a t i v e s in 2 3 ca se s , o f w h i c h 
11 w e r e s e l e c t e d f o r i n t e n s i v e s t u d y b e ­
c a u s e t h e y r e p r e s e n t e d c a s e s of i n d i ­
v i d u a l s a d o p t e d by n o n - r e l a t i v e s in e a r l y 
c h i l d h o o d . I n t h e s a m p l i n g t h e r e w e r e 
a l so 3 ca se s o f b i r t h - m o t h e r s w h o h a d 
i n i t i a t e d a r e u n i o n w i t h t h e i r p r e v i o u s l y 
r e l i n q u i s h e d c h i l d . 

C o n c e n t r a t i n g o n t h e 11 " p u r e " a d o p ­
t e e r e u n i o n c a s e s w e f o u n d t h a t t h e 
m e a n a g e a t t h e t i m e o f t h e r e u n i o n w a s 
a l m o s t 3 2 . E i g h t o u t o f t h e e l e v e n w e r e 
w o m e n a n d t h e m a j o r i t y o f t h e e n t i r e 
g r o u p e x p r e s s e d a p r i m a r y c o n c e r n in 
f i n d i n g t h e b i r t h - m o t h e r w i t h a l e s s e r 
i n t e r e s t in s i b l i n g s a n d t h e f a t h e r . T h e r e 
w a s a t r e n d in th i s g r o u p f o r a l a t e a n d 
d i s r u p t i v e r e v e l a t i o n o f a d o p t i o n . F o u r 
o u t o f t h e e l e v e n d i d n o t f i n d o u t a b o u t 
t h e a d o p t i o n u n t i l a f t e r t h e y w e r e 10 
a n d t w o of t h e m d i d n ' t f ind o u t u n t i l 
t h e y w e r e 2 9 a n d 3 0 . S e v e n 
o u t o f t h e e l e v e n w e r e v e r y u p s e t a t 
t h e t i m e t h e y l e a r n e d a b o u t t h e i r 
a d o p t i o n . S e v e n o u t o f t h e e l e v e n r e ­
p o r t e d a p o o r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e i r 
a d o p t i v e m o t h e r s a n d t h e m a j o r i t y o f t h e 
g r o u p w e r e g i v e n v e r y l i t t l e , t o n o b a c k ­
g r o u n d i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h e i r b i r t h -
p a r e n t s . I t is a l so i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t s e v e n 
o f t h e a d o p t e e s w e r e o n l y c h i l d r e n in t h e 
f ami ly . 

I n s p i t e o f t h e r a t h e r n e g a t i v e p i c t u r e 
o f t h e i r a d o p t i v e f ami l i e s , m o s t o f t h e 
g r o u p s e e m s to h a v e m a d e a n o v e r a l l 
h e a l t h y a d u l t a d j u s t m e n t . E i g h t o u t o f 
t h e e l e v e n w e r e a d j u d g e d in t h e i n t e r ­
v i ew as h a v i n g a p o s i t i v e s e l f - e s t e e m . 
T h e y w e r e v e r y s ens i t i ve t o t h e i r a d o p ­
t ive p a r e n t s ' f e e l i n g s a n d in o n l y t h r e e 
ca se s w e r e t h e a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s u p s e t 
a n d h u r t by t h e e n c o u n t e r . I n f o u r o f t h e 
ca se s t h e r e u n i o n l ed t o a m e a n i n g f u l 
l a s t i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e b i r t h -
m o t h e r . 

I n s o m e ca s e s t h e a d o p t e e s w e r e dis i l ­
l u s i o n e d a n d d i s a p p o i n t e d i n t h e i r 
b i r t h - r e l a t i v e s . I n a few cases t h e y f o u n d 
t h e m s e l v e s in t h e u n c o m f o r t a b l e p o s i ­
t i on o f h a v i n g to d e t a c h t h e m s e l v e s f r o m 
a b i r t h - m o t h e r w h o d e s i r e d a c l o s e r r e l a ­
t i o n s h i p t h a n t h e y w e r e i n t e r e s t e d in . 
N i n e o f t h e g r o u p felt t h a t t h e y h a d p e r ­
sona l l y b e n e f i t t e d f r o m t h e r e u n i o n , n o 
m a t t e r w h a t t h e o u t c o m e w a s . T h e i r 
c u r i o s i t y w a s s a t i s f i e d a n d u n k n o w n 
m y s t e r i e s w e r e r e s o l v e d w h i c h a l l o w e d 
t h e m to fee l m o r e " w h o l e " a n d i n t e ­
g r a t e d as i n d i v i d u a l s . 

J u d g i n g f r o m o u r few ca s e s o f b i r t h -
m o t h e r s w h o i n i t i a t e d t h e r e u n i o n , it 
w o u l d a p p e a r t h a t s u c h e x p e r i e n c e s a r e 
m o r e d i f f i cu l t f o r t h e a d o p t e e t o h a n d l e . 
P e r h a p s th i s is b e c a u s e h e h a s n ' t h a d t h e 
o p p o r t u n i t y t o d o t h e n e c e s s a r y 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l w o r k i n g - t h r o u g h to p r e ­
p a r e h i m f o r s u c h a n e n c o u n t e r as in t h e 
c a s e o f t h e a d o p t e e w h o h a s b e e n s e a r c h ­
i n g fo r his b i r t h - p a r e n t s f o r a n u m b e r o f 
m o n t h s o r y e a r s . W e a l so s t u d i e d o n e 
c a s e w h e r e t h e r e u n i o n was a r r a n g e d by 
a t h i r d p a r t y , r a t h e r t h a n as a r e s u l t o f 
t h e a d o p t e e ' s o w n p r i m a r y i n t e r e s t . As 
m i g h t b e e x p e c t e d t h e a d o p t e e r e a c t e d 
w i t h a k i n d o f i n d i f f e r e n c e , a s if s h e w a s 
m e e t i n g a t o t a l s t r a n g e r s h e h a d n o t h i n g 
in c o m m o n w i t h . 

W e c a n a n t i c i p a t e t h a t t h e r e will b e a n 
i n c r e a s e in t h e n u m b e r o f r e u n i o n s in 
t h e f u t u r e . T h e p u b l i c i t y o n t h e s u b j e c t 
in t h e m e d i a will u n d o u b t e d l y e n a b l e 
t h o s e i nd iv idua l s , w h o p rev ious ly felt u -
n i q u e in h a v i n g t h e s e in t e re s t s in t h e i r 
b i r t h - p a r e n t s , t o m o b i l i z e t h e i r s u p p r e s ­
s e d e f f o r t s a n d b e g i n s e a r c h i n g . T h e a s ­
s i s t a n c e o f t h e d e v e l o p i n g n e t w o r k o f 
a d o p t e e act iv is t g r o u p s will a l s o l e a d t o 
m o r e e f f i c i en t m e a n s o f s e a r c h i n g a n d 
a c c o m p l i s h i n g r e u n i o n s . T h e r e is a l so a n 
i n c r e a s i n g t e n d e n c y f o r a d o p t i o n a g e n ­
c ies t o " b e n d t h e r u l e s " a n d ac t a s a 
m e d i a t o r o r n e g o t i a t o r w h e n b o t h p a r ­
t i es a r e a g r e e a b l e t o a r e u n i o n . C h a n g e s 
in s ta te laws g o v e r n i n g t h e s ea l ed r e c -
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o r d s , m a y also r e su l t in a n i n c r e a s e in t h o s e 
s e a r c h i n g fo r o n e a n o t h e r . 

T h e s e a l e d r e c o r d is e x p e c t e d to b e 
t e s t e d s o o n by t h e c o u r t s as a civil r i g h t s 
i s s u e . A d o p t i v e p a r e n t s , a d o p t e e s , a n d 
b i r t h - p a r e n t s w e r e q u e r i e d as t o t h e i r 
a t t i t u d e s r e g a r d i n g a n y p o s s i b l e c h a n g e 
in a d o p t i o n po l icy . T h e a d o p t e e s a n d 
b i r t h - p a r e n t s w e r e i n c l i n e d to a l i be r a l i ­
z a t i o n o f t h e e x i s t i n g po l i c i e s b u t t h e 
a d o p t i v e p a r e n t s w e r e m o r e r e s i s t an t t o 
c h a n g e . Al l t h r e e g r o u p s s e e m e d to l ike 
t h e i d e a o f m e d i a t i n g b o a r d s b e i n g e s t a b ­
l i s h e d t o i n v e s t i g a t e a n d e v a l u a t e t h e 
feas ib i l i ty o f p r o p o s e d r e u n i o n s . T h i s 
was n o t w i t h o u t c o n t r o v e r s y , h o w e v e r , as 
s o m e o f t h e a d o p t e e s a n d b i r t h - p a r e n t s 
v i e w e d t h e m e d i a t i n g b o a r d s as s t i l l 
a n o t h e r o p p o r t u n i t y f o r o u t s i d e p a r t i e s 
t o c o n t r o l t h e i r d e s t i n i e s , w h i c h t h e y feel 
h a s b e e n t h e p r o b l e m all a l o n g . 

Significance for Jewish Families 

W e d o n o t k n o w w h e t h e r t h e s e i s s u e s 
h a v e s p e c i a l s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r J e w i s h 
f ami l i e s . W e d o k n o w t h a t t h e r e is h i s t o r ­
ical e v i d e n c e t h a t t h e s e q u e s t i o n s h a v e 
b e e n d i s c u s s e d . N o r m a n L i n z e r in The 

Jewish Family d r a w s u p o n t h e H a l a c h a t o 
s h o w t h a t J e w i s h law w a s c o n c e r n e d w i t h 
t h e s e p r o b l e m s . T h e y s t a t e : 7 

1. A n a d o p t e d c h i l d m a y lega l ly as ­
s u m e t h e n a m e o f t h e a d o p t i v e f ami ly , 
b u t r e t a i n s h i s o r i g i n a l s t a t u s a s a K o h e n , 
Lev i , o r I s r a e l . 

2 . T h e a d o p t i v e f a t h e r is r e q u i r e d t o 
h a v e t h e c h i l d c i r c u m c i z e d , a n o b l i g a t i o n 
w h i c h is t r a n s f e r r e d t o h i m f r o m t h e B e t 
D i n ( J e w i s h C o u r t ) . 

3 . A n a d o p t e d c h i l d is r e q u i r e d t o r e ­
s p e c t a n d h o n o r his n e w p a r e n t s , t h o u g h 
o n l y r a b b i n i c a l l y . Bib l ica l ly , h e is a l w a y s 
b o u n d t o h o n o r his n a t u r a l p a r e n t s . T h e 
laws o f m o u r n i n g a p p l y o n l y t o t h e d e a t h 
o f n a t u r a l r e l a t i v e s . 

7 Norman Linzer, The Jewish Family, Commission 
on Synagogue Relations, Federation of Jewish 
Philanthropies of New York, 1970, p. 80. 

4 . A n a d o p t e d p e r s o n m a y e n t e r i n t o a 
m a r r i a g e w i t h a m e m b e r o f h i s a d o p t i v e 
family, f o r n o b l o o d r e l a t i ons exist b e ­
t w e e n t h e m . 

5. T h e n e w p a r e n t s a r e o b l i g a t e d t o 
p r o v i d e f o r t h e s u s t e n a n c e , m e d i c a l 
n e e d s , r e l i g i o u s a n d v o c a t i o n a l t r a i n i n g 
o f t h e c h i l d . H o w e v e r , t h e a d o p t e d c h i l d 
d o e s n o t a u t o m a t i c a l l y i n h e r i t t h e i r e s ­
t a t e u n l e s s t h i s was c l e a r l y s t i p u l a t e d . 

6. A n a d o p t i o n c o n s t i t u t e s a legal a-
g r e e m e n t w h i c h h a s t h e fo rce o f a s o l e m n 
p l e d g e . A c c o r d i n g l y , t h e n e w p a r e n t s 
c a n n o t r e n o u n c e t h e c h i l d w i t h o u t h i s 
c o n s e n t . O n r e a c h i n g a d u l t h o o d , h e 
c a n n o t lega l ly be r e s t r a i n e d f r o m r e j o i n ­
i n g his n a t u r a l f ami ly , t h o u g h th i s w o u l d 
b e g r o s s i n g r a t i t u d e o n his p a r t . 

Implications for Future Consideration 

W e d o n o t v iew o u r p r o j e c t as c o m ­
p l e t e d in a n y s e n s e . I t is o n l y in t h e p i l o t 
s t a g e a n d , a t be s t , c a n p r o v i d e s o m e p r e ­
l i m i n a r y o b s e r v a t i o n s a n d i m p r e s s i o n s . 

T h e s t u d y is o b v i o u s l y h a m p e r e d b y 
t h e d e p e n d e n c e u p o n p e r s o n s s h o w i n g 
e n o u g h ' c o n c e r n a n d i n t e r e s t t o v o l u n ­
t e e r to p a r t i c i p a t e in t h e s t u d y . W e d o 
n o t feel t h a t w e h a v e t h e m o r a l o r e t h i c a l 
r i g h t t o i m p o s e o u r s e l v e s o n t h e s e p e o ­
p l e f o r r e s e a r c h p u r p o s e s , as w e h a v e a n 
o b l i g a t i o n t o m a i n t a i n t h e p r i v a c y a n d 
c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y a g r e e d u p o n a t t h e t i m e 
o f t h e a d o p t i o n . W e feel t h a t t h e s e o b s t a ­
c les s h o u l d n o t ac t as a n i m p e d i m e n t , 
h o w e v e r , t o e f f o r t s t o c la r i fy i s sues o f 
g r e a t c o n c e r n t o m i l l i o n s o f p e o p l e . 

I n t h i s r e s p e c t , we b e l i e v e t h a t a d o p ­
t i o n a g e n c i e s s h o u l d b e g i n t o r e - e v a l u a t e 
t h e i r p o s i t i o n in r e g a r d t o t h e " s e a l e d 
r e c o r d . " T h e p r e m i s e t h a t h a s g o v e r n e d 
t h e p h i l o s o p h y a n d p r a c t i c e in t h e f ie ld 
o f a d o p t i o n h a s b e e n t h a t t h e r e l i n ­
q u i s h m e n t o f t h e c h i l d by h i s b i r t h -
p a r e n t s p e r m a n e n t l y s e v e r s all t ies b e ­
t w e e n t h e m a n d t h e ch i ld . A l t h o u g h t h e 
p r e s e n t s t a n d a r d s o f a n o n y m i t y w e r e 
d e v e l o p e d as a s a f e g u a r d t o all o f t h e 
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people involved in adopt ion , they may, 
in fact, have been the cause of insoluble 
problems. In re -examin ing past practice 
a n d in c o n s i d e r i n g e m e r g i n g n e e d s , 
adopt ion agencies should address them­
selves to the following: 

1. A r e c o g n i t i o n tha t m a n y b i r th ­
p a r e n t s , p a r t i c u l a r l y b i r t h - m o t h e r s , 
have not resolved their feelings about 
re l inquishing for adop t ion a child whom 
they have been told they can never see 
again. Many may have a life-long unful­
filled need for fu r ther informat ion and 
in some cases for a contact with the relin­
quished child. 

2. A recogni t ion that adoptees may 
feel a g rea te r lack of biological connec­
t ion a n d c o n t i n u i t y t h a n has b e e n , 
here tofore , accepted. T h e s e feelings of 
genealogical bewi lderment should not 
be dismissed as occur r ing only in malad­
j u s t e d o r emot iona l ly d i s t u rbed indi­
viduals. T h e d e g r e e to which an adop tee 
is able to resolve ques t ions abou t his 
identity, without having m o r e complete 
informat ion about his b i r th -paren ts and 
without the oppor tun i ty of a reun ion , 
should be s tudied. 

3. A recognition that the aura of se­
crecy may have been more of a burden 
than a protect ion to adopt ive paren ts . 
O n the o n e h a n d , a d o p t i o n agencies 

have insisted that adoptees be told early 
a n d clearly about their adopt ion . Yet, on 
the o the r h an d , little he lp has been pro­
vided to adopt ive pa ren t s in deal ing with 
the complicated feelings arising out of 
their adoptee ' s dual identity, no r have 
they been educa ted to u n d e r s t a n d a n d to 
disassociate themselves personally from 
their child's genealogical concerns and 
curiosity. O p e n access to informat ion 
and the ability for the adop tee to con­
sider contact with his b i r th-parents at 
maturity could create a more wholesome 
environment for parent and child. 

4. A re-evaluation of the concept of 
confidentiality which served a p u r p o s e 
when the chi ldren are young, but which 
needs to be seen in a dynamic , changing 
concept as it per ta ins to adults with adul t 
r ights and adul t needs . 

5. A recognit ion of the need to set u p 
p rocedures within adop t ion agencies to 
meet these new challenges. T h e role of 
the agency as in te rmediary a m o n g a d o p ­
tee, b i r th -paren t and adopt ive paren t s is 
a most impor t an t one and it should be 
cons idered in a new creative way. 

6. A recogni t ion that the agencies have 
a responsibility to share with the legisla­
tu re their own wealth of exper ience and 
to make r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s in o r d e r to 
br ing about changes in the present state 
adopt ion laws if they seem indicated. 
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The Changing Focus in Geriatric Care; 
Role of the Social Worker in 

Rehabilitation, Restoration, Return to Community* 

S I D N E Y F E I N B E R G 

Executive Vice President, Jewish Institute for Geriatric Care, New Hyde Park, New York. 

W I T H the advent of Medicare and 
Medicaid in o u r heal th vocabulary, 

we a r e w i t n e s s i n g p r o f o u n d socia l 
changes strongly affecting the lifestyle of 
o u r increas ing n u m b e r s of aged a n d 
their families. 

Acceptance of the h o m e for the aged, 
or nu r s ing home , as the final res idence 
until the "eventuality" has been replaced 
by the recognit ion that alternatives d o in 
fact exist and they offer a fulfillment that 
is the r ight of the o lder individual . 

We, the Jewish agencies, having set the 
pa t tern of social case work, a re requ i red 
to adjust professionally and personally 
both to the changes regula ted by law 
and , even more impor tan t , to the chang­
ing needs of this fastest growing segment 
of the popula t ion . 

A reluctance to "rock the boat" too 
often stops us from moving with the 
times and creat ing relevant new solu­
tions. 

But the social worker , by definit ion, is 
adapt ive, in te rp re t ing the he re -and-now 
of ex i s t ing c o n d i t i o n s a n d r e p l a c i n g 
what was good for yesterday with what's 
r ight for today. 

Early in the century , when the social 
worker assumed this professional role, 
the pr imary concern was to provide shel­
te r for the aged . We encased t h e m in 
snug cocoons where they were n u r t u r e d 
with a bat tery of protective services until 
t he i r d e m i s e . T h e y were j u d g e d too 
fragile to cope with the realities of the 
o p e n communi ty and no butterfly ever 
emerged from the cocoon to fly free. 

Needs change , institutions and people 
change , and at J I G C , we are commit ted 
to a changed concept of heal th care: the 
rehabili tat ion, restorat ion of function, 
and r e t u r n of certain of ou r pat ients to 
their fo rmer env i ronmen t in the com­
muni ty . 

T o the elderly themselves and to fam­
ily member s , this app roach is as rev­
olut ionary in its impact on their lives as 
the pacemaker or antibiotics. 

A complex p rocedu re is set into mo­
tion when we say those th ree R's — re­
habilitation, restorat ion and re tu rn . It 
represents a break with tradit ion and 
poses a chal lenge that has significant im­
plications for the future . 

H i s t o r y a n d D e s i g n o f A g e n c y 

W h e n the Jewish Inst i tute for Geriat­
ric Care o p e n e d in March 1972, it d rew 
on the resources and expert ise of o u r 
sponsor ing agency, the H o m e and Hos­
pital of the Daugh te r s of Israel. 

T h e Social Service D e p a r t m e n t had 
functioned as an essential e lement of a 
tradit ional p r o g r a m of care. Its intake 
division screened applicants. Casework­
ers p rov ided on-go ing counsel and a 
myriad of special services, and acted in a 
liaison capacity between agency and fam­
ily m e m b e r s . T h e H o m e flourished in 
Manha t t an for m o r e than 50 years. 

As t h e n e i g h b o r h o o d d e t e r i o r a t e d 
a n d t h e p l a n t b e c a m e o b s o l e t e , t h e 
Board of T rus t ees and Adminis t ra t ion 
t u r n e d their sights eastward to Long Is­
land where the need for comprehens ive 
heal th services for the aged was most 
u rgent . 
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