Learning about the outcomes of adoption

I am sometimes asked on what research | base nayytlod adoption loss and grief. My
response is to point out that, although there amsiqular difficulties with quantitative
research into adoption outcomes, qualitative rebean the adoption field can be of
considerable value.

Quantitative research is based on a sample grolbjghvwis designed to be numerically
representative of the population being studiedsTpe of research is generally conducted
under strict conditions to ensure accuracy of tes@ualitative research, on the other hand, is
generally based on interviews with a number ofvittials and allows them to express their
feelings in a more open and less structured marmtegardless of which type of research is
conducted, the manner of collecting the informatgiould always be made clear. The
difficulty with adoption-related research has alwdeen that of obtaining a representative
sample. Because those whose lives have been dffégteadoption are not a readily-
accessible section of the community, it is impdsstb say in any study conducted into the
outcomes of adoption, that the conclusions drawimecessarily apply universally.

For example, in one study about adoption outcomigishwl read, certain conclusions
were reached, based on interviews with adults wad heen adopted as children. These
conclusions were published, quoted and repeatethowti any acknowledgement that the
sample group consisted of orilyree people and could not be considered to be reprasent
It is important, therefore, when reading about aede, to access the original work, to ensure
that the conclusions are supported by reliable. data

I have written two books and many articles abowpsdn. My work is based on my
personal experience as a mother who lost a chitdigh adoption, on my experience of being
involved with post-adoption services for the laisteen years, both as a volunteer and in
employment as a counsellor, on my experience asialsvorker in private practice and on
my experience as a presenter and educator, haawgled to numerous locations around the
world and met with a large number of professiomald members of the adoption community.
My theory of adoption loss and grief has grown otimy interactions with many people
whose lives have been affected by adoption, oven@ period of time, combined with my
study of academic literature on loss and grief thebhave written my books, not to tell
people how they feel, nor how they should feel,toutelp them to understand why they feel
the way that they do, about the effects of adopéEwaration in their lives.

Many other authors have also produced very usefdliateresting work on adoption-
related topics. These works represent differenspmmtives and positions on the outcomes of
adoption separation. In some cases, authors vimiigysto express their opinions or describe
their experiences, with no attempt to support tipesition by reference to research, either
guantitative or qualitative. Before accepting adpion-related material as having value, |
believe that it is wise to enquire into the backm of the author and to examine the basis
for their work. It may be simply a collection ofeids and opinions, with no supporting data.
On the other hand, it may be based on data whizhiareliable. Each reader has the right, of
course, to agree or disagree with the views expdelsg any author.

There has been considerable discussion about whetheot useful research about the
long term outcomes of adoption separation was abailin the 1960s and 1970s, when so
many adoptions took place in Australia, New Zealdhd USA, Canada, the UK and Ireland.
My view is that it is impossible to assess acclyaded usefully the outcomes of adoption
separation, until many years after the event. messtudies, for example, mothers have been
asked within a few years of the loss of their aleifd how they felt about the adoption. During
the period when their children are growing up, mamthers are still numb from the loss of
those children and protect themselves from fadmaiy tgrief, by taking the position that the
adoption was ‘for the best'. It is often not urtkie child reaches adulthood that the mother is
able to confront her loss and then her grief mayirbeo surface. For adopted people, also, it
is often some years into adulthood before theyreaely to acknowledge their losses. Their
grief may begin to stir between the ages of twentg thirty and they may then begin to



consider reuniting with their families. For many avhave been separated by adoption, their
grief is buried until much later in life.

For any useful research about tleag term outcomes of adoption separation to have
been available in the 1960s, therefore, there wbakk to have been a significantly large
sample of both parents who had lost children t@tdo and adults who had been adopted as
children, between the 1930s and 1940s, who wetmgviio come forward and speak publicly
about their experiences. Not only were there nlarge number of adoptions taking place in
those years, but public exposure of adoption egpeds and of the emotions involved was, at
that time, strongly discouraged. While there mayl Wave been articles or books written in
the 1960s and 1970s, expressing opinions aboutlahg term outcomes of adoption
separation, therefore, they could not have beeedas reliable research, either qualitative or
guantitative, because a representative sampleeoktavant population was not available.

Because there were so many adoptions in the 19804 270s, however and because so
many of those who were separated by adoption atitha have been willing to speak out, we
do now have data on which to form a view of theglterm outcomes of adoption. This means
that we now have the opportunity to plan confiderdr the future, by learning from the
experiences of the past. This long term perspeetagnot available thirty to forty years ago.

It was because | recognised that the adoptionshattawe already taken place have left a
devastating legacy of pain and grief for so mamyppes that | wrote my books. My aim is to
assist those whose lives have been affected bytiadopeparation to understand their
experience and by understanding it to be able toagm it better. Being separated from a
family member by adoption can lead to a debiligtifeeling of disempowerment.
Understanding both the experience and the emoiimraved can assist us in building a
renewed sense of self-determination.

Thanks to those who have been willing to speakabout their adoption experiences, we
can now educate the community about the long temtnoones of adoption separation and
argue for adequate and appropriate post-adoptimcses and for the creation of more child-
centred alternatives for children in need of care.
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