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1 Introduction

The study of adopted children and their families has a long and rich history,

dating back almost a century. Research and scholarly articles on adoption have

been authored by professionals in numerous countries and multiple disciplines,

including psychology, psychiatry, behavior genetics, social work, sociology,

neuroscience, anthropology, history, law, and education. This area of study has

contributed to a better understanding of some of the most important questions

addressed by developmental and family researchers and scholars such as: (a) To

what extent is development influenced by genetics versus environment? (b)

What is the impact of early adversity and trauma on children’s developmental

trajectories? (c) To what extent and under what conditions are children able to

recover from early adversity, and is there a critical period after which previously

experienced adversity has an enduring consequence? (d) Is there an ideal family

form in support of children’s well-being, and are children disadvantaged when

they are reared outside of their biological family? (e) How are children’s self-

esteem and identity affected when they grow up outside of their family of origin,

as well as outside of their racial, ethnic and cultural heritage? (f) What eco-

logical factors shape children’s development and adjustment? (g) When indi-

vidual and family adjustment go awry, what type of services and supports

facilitate emotional healing and healthier family relationships? In keeping

with the spirit of the series, Elements of Child Development, we explore these

questions in the context of research and writings on adopted children and their

families. Before doing so, however, it is necessary to review some important

trends in adoption practice and adoptive family life to highlight the tremendous

diversity that characterizes the makeup of adoptive families and the lived

experiences of adopted individuals. We also highlight different theoretical

approaches to the study of adopted children and their families.

1.1 Historical and Contemporary Trends in Adoption

Adoption involves the legal transfer of parental rights and responsibilities from

biological parents to adoptive parents. Depending on the country in which

a family resides, adoption is governed by national, regional, or state law.

Although there is considerable diversity in how adoption is practiced from

country to country, the legal basis of adoption can be traced to the earliest

civilizations. Adoption is referenced in the Bible and in the codes and laws of

such ancient societies as the Babylonians, Egyptians, Hebrews, Hindus, and

Chinese. Unlike today, most adoptions in ancient societies involved the adop-

tion of adults, typically males, and was a vehicle to ensure inheritance rights and

the continuity of the family, to meet the requirements to hold public office,

1The Adopted Child

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
33

91
93

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009339193


for religious purposes, or to forge an alliance between separate, but potentially

rival, groups (French, 2019).

Inmost countries, the shift in adoption practice toward focusing on the interests

of vulnerable children did not emerge until the mid-nineteenth to early twentieth

centuries. In theUnited States, for example, the first adoption statutes were passed

by the state of Massachusetts in 1851. For the first time, there was an explicit

recognition in law that adoption was to promote the welfare of children needing

placement outside of their biological family. Although other states soon passed

similar legislation, it was not until 1929 or thereafter that other states and different

countries instituted some form of judicial oversight regarding adoption. Initially,

adoption involved children born in the same country as the adopters (domestic

adoption). However, for reasons to be discussed below, intercountry adoptions,

and in some countries, foster care adoptions, emerged as alternatives for those

wishing to adopt. Together with other changes that will also be examined, such as

the emergence of open adoption or adoption by gay and lesbian adults, adoption

has become a complex phenomenon that affords new opportunities and concerns

for children and adults as well as for those interested in the study of this form of

family life, parenthood, and identity.

1.2 Characteristics of Adopted Children, Adoptive Parents,
and Adoptive Families

What type of children are most often adopted and who are viewed as suitable to

be adoptive parents? The answers to these questions are complex, have changed

over time, and vary from one country to another. As the birth rate declined

followingWorldWar I and the influenza epidemic of 1918, US public interest in

adoption as a form of family building increased dramatically, a change that also

occurred in other countries in connection with their own unique circumstances.

Most adopting adults at the time were heterosexual infertile couples wanting to

adopt newborn babies; in contrast, older children, those with special medical

and mental health needs, and those who were part of a sibling group were

seldom considered for adoption. Over time, the desire for adoptable babies soon

exceeded the number available for adoption. This trend reflected the growing

availability of contraception and abortion, which reduced the number of babies

being born, as well as less social stigma associated with out-of-wedlock preg-

nancy and single parenthood, and increasing availability of social programs

supporting the ability of parents to keep their children.

As a result of the decline in adoptable babies, some US adults began to look

outside the United States as a means of building their family. For example,

following World War II and especially the Korean and Vietnam Wars, large

2 Child Development
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numbers of orphaned children were adopted by US citizens. Although in some

places, such as the United Kingdom, domestic adoption was always preferred,

many other Western countries also pursued intercountry adoption, with the

number of international placements increasing rapidly from the late 1980s to

2004, when international placements peaked in most Western countries before

a sharp decline. For example, in the United States, approximately 23,000

intercountry adoptions occurred in 2004, whereas by 2021 the number had

dramatically declined to 1,785. A similar phenomenon has been observed in

many other countries (e.g., during the same period, intercountry adoptions in

a smaller country like Spain changed from 5,500 to 170). The reasons for the

decline in intercountry adoptions are complex and involve, among other factors,

legal and ethical concerns regarding how intercountry adoptions were being

practiced in both “sending countries” (i.e., the child’s country of origin) and

“receiving countries” (i.e., where prospective adoptive parents reside), greater

support for domestic placements in sending countries, and fewer infants or

young children being made available for adoption by sending countries

(Palacios, Adroher, et al., 2019).

Another important change in adoption practice concerned children who

lingered in foster care. In the United States, for instance, prior to the 1980s,

adoption of foster children from state care was uncommon. Because many of

these children were older and had a history of adversity including prenatal

exposure to drugs or alcohol, neglect, abuse, exposure to domestic violence and

parental mental health problems, and/or multiple foster placements, they often

were considered “unadoptable” and, consequently, child welfare agencies made

relatively little effort to recruit prospective adoptive families for these young-

sters. In 1980, however, the US government passed legislation which sought to

create family permanency in the lives of children lingering in foster care. This

landmark legislation, as well as subsequent legislative acts passed over the next

three decades, emphasized the importance of timely permanency planning for

children who were unlikely to be returned to their birth family. As a result, large

numbers of foster children were legally freed for adoption, not only providing

them greater family stability, but improving their health and emotional well-

being. Currently, adoption of foster children represents the single greatest

source of children for US citizens wishing to build or expand their families

through adoption. A similar trend can be seen in other Western countries, where

permanence and stability have become guiding principles of child protection

regulations and policies.

The child welfare field has also witnessed remarkable changes in those who

are viewed as acceptable adoptive parents. In the past, adoption agencies

employed quite restrictive criteria in determining which adoption applicants

3The Adopted Child
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were suitable to adopt children. In most cases, adoptive parents were middle-

class to upper-class, married, white, infertile, heterosexual couples, usually in

their 20s to early 40s, and free of disabilities or significant health problems. In

contrast, single and older adults, racial minority adults, sexual minority adults,

fertile couples, those from lower- or working-class backgrounds, adults with

disabilities, and foster parents were seldom approved for adoptive parenthood.

This practice was based on uninformed and biased views of what type of family

best serves the interests of children. However, as developmental and family

research began to show that family structure was much less important for

supporting healthy child development than family processes (Golombok, 2015),

adoption agencies began “screening in” applicants as opposed to “screening them

out.” Today, child welfare practice focuses more on identifying prospective

adoptive parents who have the motivation and ability to meet the needs of

children waiting to be adopted, and who understand and accept the challenges

that often accompany adopting children with early adverse life experiences.

Applicants’marital status, age, race, income level, foster parent status, and sexual

orientation are no longer barriers to adopt children in an increasing number of

countries, although almost all sending countries object to placing children with

sexual minorities. Moreover, even in the United States, where such adoptions are

legal, adoption agencies with religious affiliations sometimes have policies of not

placing children with LGBT adults (Brodzinsky, 2012). Despite these types of

restrictions, there is clearly greater diversity today in most Western countries in

terms of who is building or expanding their family through adoption.

The racial, ethnic, and cultural makeup of adoptive families has also changed

over time. In the past, most adoptions involved in-racial or in-ethnic place-

ments, usually with non-Hispanic White parents adopting White children. With

the emergence of intercountry adoption and domestic foster care adoption,

many adoptive families are now characterized by parents and children who do

not share the same race, ethnicity, or cultural heritage.

A final change in adoption practice and in adoptive family life is the growing

numbers of adoptive and birth families who have some level of contact with one

another following adoption placement. For most of the twentieth century,

adoptions were closed and strictly confidential, with no identifying information

shared or contact between the adoptive and birth families. However, beginning

in the 1970s and 1980s, some adoption professionals and adult adoptees began

advocating for open adoption, resulting in adoption researchers starting to

explore the impact of postadoption contact on adoptive and birth family mem-

bers, including the adopted child. In contrast to the dire warning of opponents of

open adoption, research indicated that in many cases contact between the

families could be especially positive for adoptive parents, adopted children,

4 Child Development
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and birth parents (Grotevant, 2020). As will be discussed later, contact between

adoptive and birth families in domestic placements is becoming more common

in a growing number of countries. Although such contact is less common in

intercountry adoptions, some internationally adopted individuals are also seek-

ing contact with birth relatives in their country of origin.

These changes in adoption policies and practices suggest that there is no such

thing as a “typical adoptive family” or a “typical adopted person.” Adoptive

families are highly diverse in their makeup, and the lived experiences of adopted

individuals are also extremely diverse and constantly changing. Therefore, in

considering questions related to the adjustment of adopted persons and their

families, it is important to examine a wide range of biological, ecological,

interpersonal, and developmental factors impacting the lives of these individuals.

1.3 Theoretical Perspectives in Adoption Research

Although there were previous isolated studies, the earliest systematic research

on adoption, unguided by formal theory, began in the late 1950s and early

1960s, with a primary focus on describing the differences in adjustment

between adopted and nonadopted individuals. Later research interest focused

on developmental questions such as the role of genetics and the impact of early

adversity on adoptees’ psychological adjustment and recovery, and the pro-

cesses and factors underlying their development (Palacios &Brodzinsky, 2010).

The field of specialization of researchers has guided their empirical work and

the theories that could best serve to address the issues of interest.

Neurobiological and psychological trauma theories have guided studies focus-

ing on the impact of early nutritional deficiencies and other cumulative adversi-

ties on physical, neurological, and psychological development of adopted

individuals, and their postadoption recovery from previous life difficulties

(Johnson & Gunnar, 2011; Rutter et al., 2010; Wade et al., 2022); attachment

theory has been used to understand the impact of preadoption hardships and

relationship disruptions on later attachment security of adoptees and their

adjustment (Dozier & Rutter, 2016); cognitive developmental theory and stress

and coping theory have provided valuable insights into how children compre-

hend and appraise their adoption experience and cope with loss and grief

(Brodzinsky, 1990, 2011b); psychodynamic theory has contributed to under-

standing how adoption is internalized and experienced emotionally by the

adoptee (Hindle & Shulman, 2008); Erikson’s psychosocial theory and narra-

tive theories have guided insights into adoptive identity development

(Grotevant & Von Korff, 2011); and lifespan developmental psychology and

family life cycle theories have been helpful in examining adoption as a lifelong

5The Adopted Child
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experience (Brodzinsky et al., 1992). In their scoping review and analysis of

adoption research, Sequin-Baril and Saint-Jacques (2023) identified twenty-

seven theories that have guided empirical investigators, sixteen of which ori-

ginate from psychology.

For the most part, psychological theories guiding adoption research have

been rather narrow in focus, examining specific aspects of the adoption experi-

ence. An exception is the application of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model

of development to the field of adoption (Palacios, 2009). The model focuses on

the development of the person, embedded within a complex nesting of context-

ual influences, from the direct impact of immediate influences such as family,

peer group, school, and health services (microsystems), to the impact of the

interactions of different microsystems (mesosystems), to the indirect effects of

community influences on adoption, such as governmental agencies, social

services, mass media, and neighbors (exosystems); to the broader influences

of culture, social values, and laws related to adoption (macrosystems).

Moreover, the chronosystem adds a temporal dimension to each of the previous

levels of analysis (such as age-related changes in adoption identity in connec-

tion with parents’ and professionals’ changing attitudes about contact between

adoptive and birth families, and changing laws and policies regarding the right

of adopted persons to have access to origins-related information).

Bronfenbrenner’s model resonates with the “specificity principle of adoption”

proposed by Bornstein and Suwalsky (2021), who assert that the experience of

adoption for individuals is best understood when considering its specific setting

conditions, specific people, specific times, specific processes, and specific

domains. Sections in this Element reflect research findings inspired by these

perspectives, as well as the other ones noted in the preceding paragraphs.

Finally, efforts to integrate different theoretical perspectives can be seen in

longitudinal studies that incorporate a transdisciplinary approach. For example,

the English and Romanian Adoption Study (ERA) has examined genetic influ-

ences, neuropsychological functioning, cognitive development, mental health,

and behavioral adjustment in children, adolescents, and young adult adoptees

(e.g., Sonuga-Barke et al., 2017). Similarly, the Early Growth and Development

Study (EGDS), a longitudinal investigation of adopted children, their birth

parents, and their rearing parents, studied across infancy and childhood, has

investigated the role of genetics, prenatal circumstances, and rearing environ-

ments on adopted children’s psychological adjustment (Reiss et al., 2023).

Although it focuses on the adjustment of foster children, the Bucharest Early

Intervention Project (BEIP) has also been guided by several theories, including

those related to neuropsychology and attachment (e.g., Wade et al., 2022).

Findings from these and other longitudinal projects are reported in this Element.

6 Child Development
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2 Psychological Adjustment and Mental Health of Adopted
Children

Developmental science has always been interested in the role of the environ-

ment in children’s development, but researchers cannot create specific vari-

ations in rearing conditions to study the corresponding outcomes. The study of

adopted children, who often experience adverse initial life conditions followed

by more nurturing postadoption circumstances, provides researchers with the

opportunity to study important developmental questions related to the environ-

ments to which these children are exposed, such as: Are children disadvantaged

when they are reared outside of their biological family? What are the long-term

consequences of early adversity for later development and to what extent can

children recover after a dramatic change of rearing conditions? The comparison

of adopted children to their nonadopted peers was the first strategy used in the

contribution of adoption research to the study of children’s development,

followed by an examination of the influence of early adversity on their subse-

quent adjustment and their ability to recover when their life circumstances

improved (Palacios & Brodzinsky, 2010). In this section and the next, the

main findings from meta-analyses and recent representative studies focusing

on these questions are presented.

Before describing the findings of this research, it is important to consider the

reference group against which adopted children are compared. Most research

compares adopted children to their nonadopted peers living in similar commu-

nities. Given that adopted children have often been exposed to preadoption

adversity, whereas their nonadopted peers have not, it is common for adoptees

to manifest more adjustment problems. In such cases, adoption status is con-

sidered a risk factor for children. However, when adopted children are com-

pared to those who remain in adverse circumstances, such as living in an

orphanage or institution, or with neglecting or maltreating parents, they typic-

ally manifest more positive adjustment (van IJzendoorn et al., 2019). In short,

depending on the comparison group used, being adopted can be viewed as either

a risk or a positive protective alternative for children in need (Palacios, Adroher,

et al., 2019).

2.1 Do Adopted Children Have More Problems?

Hundreds of studies have compared the adjustment of adopted and nonadopted

individuals, using different age samples, methodologies, and outcome meas-

ures. To overcome the limitations of any one study, researchers have used meta-

analysis to provide a synthesis and integrated view of the research findings. One

of the first meta-analyses in the adoption literature involved more than 25,000

7The Adopted Child
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adoptees and 80,000 nonadopted children across different studies and countries

(Juffer & van IJzendoorn, 2005). Findings indicated that although most adopt-

ees are well adjusted, they tend to have more externalizing and internalizing

symptoms than nonadopted children, with adoptees overrepresented in clinical

settings. However, except for use of mental health services, for which there was

a large effect size, the magnitude of the group differences was modest, with

overall results supporting Haaugard’s (1998) thesis about the greater presence

of adoptees in the more problematic range of maladjustment. This interpretation

is consistent with a previous study by Sharma et al. (1996) showing that, in the

midrange distribution of scores for psychological problems, there was a 1:1

ratio for adopted and nonadopted adolescents, but the ratio was more than 3:1 at

the upper range of the distribution, indicating significantly more adopted youth

at the extreme level of adjustment difficulties.

Behle and Pinquart (2016) published another meta-analysis based on eighty-

five studies to see if adoptees were more represented in the extreme end of

clinical problems. The risk of a psychiatric diagnosis was found to be approxi-

mately twice as high in adoptees as in non-adoptees, with an elevated risk for

ADHD, conduct disorder, anxiety disorders, substance use, depression, person-

ality disorder, and psychosis. The mean percentages of adoptees receiving

diagnoses varied between 32 percent (conduct disorders, oppositional and

defiant disorder) and 13 percent (depression). Moreover, adoptees were at

2.35 times higher risk for receiving ambulatory mental health assistance and

psychiatric treatments in general, as well as 2.63 times higher risk for receiving

psychiatric hospital treatment.

Another meta-analysis focused on eleven studies of internationally adopted

adolescents (Askeland et al., 2017). Once again, more problems were identified

in the adopted group, with higher scores for total behavior problems and

externalizing difficulties, but not for internalizing problems. The difference

was larger when relying on parents’ reports than adoptees’ self-reports, sug-

gesting that parents could be over-estimating their children’s problems or that

teenagers could be under-reporting their difficulties. Also, larger differences

were observed in studies using clinical categories than when symptoms were

assessed on a continuum. The use of diagnostic labels would explain why

register-based studies, which tend to rely on categorical data, report larger

estimates of mental health problems in adoptees.

Although adoptees’ propensity to manifest higher levels of adjustment diffi-

culties could explain their overrepresentation among children receiving mental

health services, there could also be a referral bias on the part of adoptive parents.

Adoptive parents have a greater propensity to seek professional services even

when their children’s problems are not especially serious, suggesting that they

8 Child Development
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may be unduly sensitive to the challenges associated with their children’s

difficulties (Warren, 1992). However, this bias does not seem sufficient to

explain the overrepresentation of adoptees in clinical settings, especially those

in inpatient facilities. For example, adopted youth are disproportionately repre-

sented in residential treatment facilities (Brodzinsky et al., 2016). Although

adoptees represent only slightly more than 2 percent of the US child population,

25–30 percent of youth enrolled in these programs were adopted. Compared to

their nonadopted peers in the same facilities, adopted youth manifested more

attention problems, impulsivity, oppositional behavior, attachment difficulties,

trauma symptoms, identity issues, fear of rejection, and problems with empathy.

When present, adoptees’ adjustment difficulties appear more enduring than

transient. This is illustrated in a longitudinal study of international adoptees

placed beyond the age of 4 years and followed for 3 years (Helder et al., 2016).

For these children, externalizing problems remained as an area of difficulty,

with some worsening over time in internalizing problems as well. A similar

outcome for externalizing problems was reported in the longitudinal studies by

Paine et al. (2021) and Nadeem et al. (2017), in which a significant proportion of

the children (20 percent or more) continued to manifest problems in the clinical

or borderline-clinical range over time, particularly externalizing behaviors. In

contrast, prosocial behavior was observed to improve significantly with more

time in the adoptive family (Paine et al., 2021).

Research has also examined differences in adopted and nonadopted children

in other relevant areas of functioning. Executive functioning (EF) encompasses

a diverse set of cognitive abilities (e.g., sustained attention, working memory,

and inhibitory control) that are crucial for social interactions and school

learning. There is abundant research showing the negative impact of early

deprivation and its enduring consequences on EF. Research comparing EF

abilities in community samples of never-institutionalized children and those

with institutional experience who were later placed in foster care or in adoptive

families has documented the persistence of EF difficulties in the latter groups.

These difficulties have been observed shortly after adoption (Hostinar et al.,

2012), as well as several years later, as in the study of children adopted in Spain

from Russian institutions and examined 7 years after their adoptive placement

(Peñarrubia et al., 2020). The persistence of EF problems following early

adversity has also been observed in studies with a longer follow-up. In the

BEIP, children who remained in institutional care were compared to those who

started in institutions but were later placed in high-quality foster care, as well as

to a group of community-based, never-institutionalized children. Although

improvements were observed in some aspects of EF, the difficulties of the

foster care group in EF functioning persisted during childhood and adolescence
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(Wade et al., 2019). Together with other difficulties, such as behavioral problems

and linguistic deficiencies, persistent EF problemsmay explain a lower academic

attainment in the comparisons with nonadopted classmates (Brown et al., 2017).

In contrast to the persistence of EF problems for children placed in foster care

in the BEIP longitudinal study, there was significant improvement in IQ in the

first years after placement, with remarkable stability in the following years (Fox

et al., 2011). The impact on intelligence of a more stimulating environment was

also shown in a Swedish study based on national register data, in which the IQs

of more than 2,500 male siblings separated by adoption were studied at the age

18–20 years (Kendler et al., 2015). IQs of adopted-away individuals were

higher than those of their full siblings reared in their biological home environ-

ment, reflecting the more stimulating context provided by adoptive parents with

higher education.

Positive changes in attachment behaviors have also been observed after

placement in adoptive families. For example, a longitudinal study comparing

children adopted from Russia into Spanish families and a group of children in

institutional care has documented significant improvements in attachment dis-

orders for the adoptees, but not for those in group care, whose difficulties

persisted or worsened over time (Román et al., 2022). In addition, research

has documented improvements in quality of attachment relationships for chil-

dren with early adversity once placed in adoptive homes (Helder et al., 2016;

Raby & Dozier, 2019).

In summary, research on the adjustment of adopted children supports two

main conclusions. First, adopted children are within the normal range of adjust-

ment in most domains of functioning, including those children with relatively

low levels of preadoption adversity (Hornfeck et al., 2019), as well as those with

more significant early life challenges (Nadeem et al., 2017). This finding runs

counter to the stigma often associated with adoption, suggesting that most

adoptees are maladjusted. It also supports the belief that adoption is an effective

societal intervention for children who cannot be reared by their biological

parents, and who otherwise might continue to live in adverse circumstances

(Palacios, Adroher, et al., 2019; van IJzendoorn & Juffer, 2006). The second

conclusion, however, qualifies the first one. Although most adoptees are well

adjusted, as a group, they do manifest significantly more problems than their

nonadopted agemates, with a higher percentage of problems in the clinical or

borderline range of adjustment, especially for externalizing behavior (ranging

from 20 percent to 30 percent) (Paine et al., 2021). The percentage of internaliz-

ing problems for adoptees compared to non-adoptees is smaller, but still above

the clinical threshold, with proportions varying for different domains of func-

tioning (8 percent for somatic problems, 15 percent for anxiety/depression)
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(Nadeem et al., 2017). Finally, although the percentage of adopted children with

clinically relevant symptoms is concerning, and requires the attention of adop-

tive parents and professionals, it is important to keep in mind that the problems

of these children are substantially less than those youngsters who remain in

maltreating homes. For example, Èthier et al. (2004) found that children exposed

to continued chronic maltreatment manifested behavior problems above the

clinical threshold, ranging from 69 percent in their initial assessment to 75 per-

cent 6 years later.

2.2 The Influence of Preadoption Adversities

As previously noted, many adopted children experience early adversity and

trauma prior to adoption placement. Understanding the relation between these

early adverse experiences and later developmental outcomes has been of con-

siderable research interest.

Meta-analytical evidence based on intercountry adoption studies has docu-

mented that depriving preadoption experiences put adopted children at

increased risk for behavioral maladjustment (e.g., Juffer & van IJzendoorn,

2005). Most of these studies, however, use age at adoption placement as a global

proxy for preadoption adversity because there is usually little information about

children’s preadoption experiences (Rutter et al., 2010). Even when studies can

add more information about preadoption adversity, such as type of care prior to

adoption (e.g., institution vs foster care) as well as limited information provided

by adoptive parents, the percentage of variance explained by the known pre-

adoption adversities is small (Finet et al., 2018).

Fortunately, domestic adoption research generally has access to detailed

information about the child’s preadoption circumstances. This is illustrated by

a Welsh prospective longitudinal study of children placed for adoption (Paine

et al., 2021). Besides the child’s age at placement, available information

included the number of days spent with birth parents and in foster care before

adoption, the number of moves prior to the adoptive placement, and ten

categories of adverse childhood events (ACEs), including childhood abuse

and household dysfunction. Results indicated strong correlations between dif-

ferent preadoption adversities (ACEs, time with birth parents, number of

moves, time in care) and persistent negative impacts on adopted children’s

internalizing and externalizing scores over time. The number of preadoption

adverse events per se and in interaction with number of moves while in care

were significantly related to children’s problems. However, after about a year

and a half in caring families, the long-term effects of ACEs on externalizing

problems were no longer significant, which the researchers suggest reflects the
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positive experience of living with loving and stimulating families for children

with more preplacement adversity.

Murray et al. (2022) also had access to detailed information about children’s

preadoption adversities in their study of suicidal ideation and suicidal behav-

iors. Before being adopted, nearly all adolescents in their sample had experi-

enced at least one type of potentially traumatic event (93.5 percent), most had

experienced more than one type (73 percent), and many experienced all four

types of maltreatment considered (physical abuse, sexual abuse, psychological

maltreatment, or neglect) (17 percent). Compared to nonadopted peers, adoles-

cents who were adopted had increased likelihood of endorsing both suicidal

ideation and suicidal behavior, but when polytrauma and traumatic stress

symptoms were added into the predictive models, adoption status was no longer

a significant predictor for either indicator, while polytrauma by itself was

significantly related to both. Once again, the more detailed information about

preadoption adversities, frequently absent in adoption research, is essential to

provide the context for a thorough understanding of adoptees’ problems.

An important implication of this discussion is that, more than any single

predictor, the accumulation of preadoption adversities helps to explain post-

adoption adjustment difficulties. This conclusion is well illustrated in the

German study by Hornfeck et al. (2019) assessing multiple preadoption risk

factors, including prenatal risk (e.g., maternal psychopathology and substance

abuse during pregnancy), experiences of emotional, physical, and sexual abuse

and neglect, and number of placement changes before adoption (with relatives,

in foster or institutional care). As the number of risk factors increased, the

likelihood of showing serious emotional and behavioral problems increased

from 0 percent (no risk factors present) to 50 percent (four risk factors present).

2.3 The Role of Age at Adoptive Placement

Does age at adoption matter? Is there a specific adoption placement age after

which children can be considered at risk for developmental difficulties? This

last question is tied to a classic issue in developmental science, namely the

existence of critical/sensitive periods (Bornstein, 1989): Is there a critical

period for positive and negative experiences to leave a permanent imprint on

a child’s developmental trajectory? Is there an age threshold after which

recovery is compromised? The study of children exposed to significant

adversities during known periods of time and to more positive caregiving

experiences afterwards sheds light on this key developmental issue. This

problem is addressed before responding to the more general question about

the importance of age at adoption.
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For the critical/sensitive period question, two longitudinal studies following

the early adversity-later enrichment paradigm are particularly relevant. One is

the ERA study involving children removed from very depriving Romanian

institutions between a few weeks to 42 months and placed with advantaged

adoptive parents in the United Kingdom (Sonuga-Barke et al., 2017).

The second study is the BEIP, in which children between 6 and 31 months

were recruited from institutions in Bucharest and then randomized to either

continue in institutional care or to be placed in a high-quality foster care

program (Nelson et al., 2019). Both the ERA and the BEIP studies have

followed their participants from early childhood to young adulthood, using

comparison samples.

The ERA results are more in accordance with the classic critical period

concept. Because problems such as cognitive impairment, inattention-

overactivity, disinhibited attachment, and autistic-like social behaviors were

consistently present in virtually all those adopted after the age of 6 months, but

not before this age, the suggestion is that introducing enriched family conditions

before the 6-month threshold facilitates normal development (Sonuga-Barke

et al., 2017). The BEIP conclusions are more complex and nuanced (Nelson

et al., 2019). The main difference in this study was between those exposed to

enriched circumstances before or after 24 months. But, more importantly, both

the deprivation effects and the subsequent recovery varied by domain. Some

domains were apparently unaffected by exposure to adversity (e.g., face and

emotion processing), other domains showed evidence of improved caregiving

effects but not evidence of critical period effects (e.g., social competence,

psychiatric disorders), and other domains had little improvement after place-

ment in a family environment (e.g., some executive functions, and ADHD). The

idea of a developmental critical period is also undermined by the fact that,

within broad constructs such as IQ, language, and attachment, there seems to be

different critical periods for different underlying processes (Nelson et al., 2019),

as discussed in the next section.

In summary, the existence of one critical or sensitive period that determines

when recovery after initial adversity is unlikely has little empirical support

(Brodzinsky et al., 2022). Across and within domains, there are cascades of

different sensitive periods under the influence of multiple experiential and

biological factors. Later acquisitions can compensate for skills not well estab-

lished previously, although in other cases poor initial acquisitions impair the

development of more advanced skills (Nelson & Gabard-Durnam, 2020). With

enriched stimulation, the possibility of functional modifications extends into

adolescence, as illustrated with three examples. The stress system response is

recalibrated in adolescence in the presence of significant improvements in the
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supportiveness of the environment (Gunnar et al., 2019). High-quality caregiv-

ing in adolescence is associated with improvements in EF and behavioral

adjustment, with stronger associations during adolescence than in the preceding

years (Colich et al., 2021). When adoptive mothers have a secure state of mind,

the association with positive changes in the adoptees’ attachment representations

is more evident in adolescence than in the preceding years (Pace et al., 2019).

Does this discussion imply that age at adoption is irrelevant for understanding

later adjustment? Evidence from individual studies is inconsistent, with some

reporting a lack of association between age at adoption and behavioral adjustment

(e.g., Finet et al., 2018), and others supporting the view that older age at

placement results in detrimental outcomes for children (e.g., Helder et al.,

2016). Meta-analytical evidence is also contradictory, with studies looking at

behavioral adjustment indicating a lack of evidence for a decisive influence of age

at placement (Juffer & van IJzendoorn, 2005), and studies looking at psychiatric

disorders and treatment in mental health services reporting a significant associ-

ation between older age at adoption and greater prevalence of disorders (Behle &

Pinquart, 2016). In terms of the previous discussion of Haaugard’s (1998)

proposition of adoption-related risk, it may be that age at adoption is more critical

when the extreme end of clinical problems is considered.

A good example of the importance and limitations of age at placement can be

found in research on adoption instability and breakdown. An older age at

adoption is related to increased risk of serious placement difficulties

(Palacios, Rolock, et al., 2019). However, such difficulties are not the conse-

quence of one isolated factor, but of an accumulation of risk factors in the child

(including a longer exposure to previous adversities, with more separations,

relational distrust, and insecurity, and with more emotional and behavioral

dysregulation), in the adoptive parents, and in postadoption professional sup-

port (Palacios, Rolock, et al., 2019). Although age at placement is a significant

predictor of adoption breakdown, most late adoptions are stable (e.g., Rushton

& Dance, 2006). The conclusion is that age at adoption provides insufficient

information for understanding the role of specific adversities and does not

address how child, parent, or family characteristics might influence the impact

of such adversity on children’s development and adjustment. In subsequent

sections, these influences are studied in more detail.

3 Postadoption Recovery

Having analyzed the impact of early adversity on adopted children’s develop-

ment, we now turn to factors influencing patterns of recovery from these

difficult life circumstances. Postadoption recovery has been documented in
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numerous studies (e.g., Leroy et al., 2020), and meta-analyses have reported

a “massive catch-up” in all aspects of growth, cognitive and socio-emotional

development once children are placed in caring and nurturing adoptive families

(van IJzendoorn & Juffer, 2006). The two questions addressed in this section are

to what extent this recovery process varies by domain (differential plasticity)

and differs between individuals (genes and resilience). A third related topic, the

family environment impacting postadoption changes, deserves more detailed

attention and is discussed in the following section.

3.1 Differential Plasticity

The term “plasticity” refers to the capacity of the organism to adjust to changing

circumstances and demands of the environment, but “differential plasticity”

indicates that such capacity is not homogeneous across different developmental

domains (Palacios et al., 2014). As Nelson et al. (2019) noted, prolonged

positive stimulation in a family context may overwrite the effects of early

deprivation, but not in all domains. In their examination of changes in growth

and in several important psychological dimensions, adoption researchers have

documented these differences.

3.1.1 Physical Growth

The psychosocial growth failure caused by negative nutritional and environ-

mental circumstances (Johnson & Gunnar, 2011) translates into shorter stature,

lower weight and body mass index (BMI), and smaller head size (a good

predictor of brain volume during infancy and childhood), with an impact on

neurocognitive and other behavioral difficulties (Kroupina et al., 2015). Once

adopted, children with a delayed growth profile improve in their anthropometric

parameters, with a marked recovery in comparison to those remaining in

negative circumstances (van IJzendoorn et al., 2007). Overall, there is

a substantial catch-up, regardless of child’s country of origin, gender, and age

at adoption (Ivey et al., 2021). Recovery is more complete for those placed

earlier or after less adversity, with an accelerated improvement particularly in

the first postplacement years and for those with more severe delays at placement

(Canzi et al., 2017; Palacios et al., 2011). In other cases, catch-up may not be as

complete, but close to anthropometric normal ranges (Gunnar & Reid, 2019;

Johnson & Gunnar, 2011).

Compared to height, weight, and BMI, improvement in head circumference is

slower and less complete, although still substantial (Johnson et al., 2018; van

IJzendoorn et al., 2007), reflecting the differential plasticity principle in the

physical growth domain. This principle is also observed within the brain. As

15The Adopted Child

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
33

91
93

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009339193


summarized by Brodzinsky et al. (2022), total gray matter volume and cortical

thickness are affected negatively by early deprivation and seem not to change

significantly after adoption, which is important given their involvement in vital

functions (e.g., speech, memory, impulse control). However, the volume of

white matter and the white matter track integrity show substantial recovery once

early adversity ends, which is also important given their involvement in the

transmission of information between different areas of the gray matter.

Brodzinsky et al. (2022) concluded that, within the brain, the process of recov-

ery may largely consist of being better able to effectively use the neural circuits

that survive early adverse care.

Leaving aside for a moment the differential plasticity issue, a potential

implication of accelerated growth is worth mentioning, namely, precocious

onset of puberty, associated with a shorter mean final height. This outcome

appears more likely to affect those who experienced rapid catch-up growth after

being growth stunted before adoption (Gunnar & Reid, 2019). In addition, the

EGDS showed that asynchrony in puberty-related body changes was associated

with a higher risk of peer victimization for adopted girls, but a lower risk for

boys (Natsuaki et al., 2021).

Another health-related issue that is receiving increasing attention in adoption

research is prenatal exposure to alcohol leading to fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS)

or fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD). The potential effects include facial

dysmorphology, growth retardation, and neurological and psychosocial problems.

The incidence FASD in the general population has been estimated at 7.7 per 1,000

individuals, but it is much higher among children in the care system: 25.2 percent

among children in out-of-home care in the United States and above 50 percent in

adoptees from Eastern Europe (Popova et al., 2023). An adequate identification of

these cases is essential to avoid both underdiagnosis and misdiagnosis as well as

to help adoptive parents adequately support their child’s needs (Koren & Ornoy,

2020). In addition, the use of opioids during pregnancy, often combined with

other drugs such as cocaine, has been associated with abnormalities in fetal

neurodevelopment, reduced brain volume and significant impairments in cogni-

tive, psychomotor and behavioral outcomes, also increasing the risk of child

removal by child welfare services (American Academy of Pediatrics Council on

Foster Care, Adoption, and Kinship Care, 2018).

3.1.2 Psychological Development

For children exposed to early adversities, growth and psychological develop-

ment are related, both at the time of adoptive placement (Palacios et al., 2011)

and later. In the BEIP longitudinal follow-up at 42 months, for instance, each
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increase of 1.00 in standardized height scores was associated with a mean

increase of nearly 13 points in verbal IQ (Johnson & Gunnar, 2011). Also, in

the ERA longitudinal study, the relationship between institutional deprivation

and both low IQ and ADHD symptoms was mediated by reductions in total

brain volume (Mackes et al., 2020). In short, different aspects of development

are interrelated, and the differential plasticity observed in growth can also be

observed in other developmental domains.

Marked improvements in adopted children’s IQ have been confirmed by

meta-analyses showing significant differences, with large effect sizes, com-

pared to those who remained in their birth families or in institutions, but no

differences with current community peers (van IJzendoorn et al., 2005). The

improvement was observed for adoption at different ages, as well as for differ-

ent types of adoption (domestic vs intercountry). Moreover, although the IQ of

those randomized to both institutional care and foster care remained negatively

affected throughout childhood, the longitudinal analysis in the BEIP identified

significant between-group differences at ages 8 and 12 years in the verbal

comprehension subscale, with children in foster care having higher scores

(Almas et al., 2016). This suggests that not all aspects of cognition present

a similar profile of improvement, as noted below for changes in executive

functions.

In terms of language development, meta-analytical research has shown that

adopted toddlers and preschool children have language skills that are similar to

those of their community peers, but during the school years their language skills

fall behind (Scott et al., 2011). As the authors suggest, this conclusion appears

consistent with Dalen’s (2005) finding indicating that the main language differ-

ence between adopted and nonadopted children is not in daily, concrete lan-

guage, but in abstract language and metalinguistic abilities so necessary for

school success.

Differential plasticity also has been reported for EF in adopted children, with

a significant recovery in some areas and persistent problems in others (Peñarrubia

et al., 2020). Findings vary depending on methods of study, contents, and

populations explored, but most studies identify impulse inhibition and attention

control as the domains of greater vulnerability in children with early adversity

(Wretham & Woolgar, 2017). These difficulties are at the core of ADHD and,

together with the mentioned language difficulties, explain problems in academic

achievement more present in those with early adversity (Anderman et al., 2022).

Moreover, together with problems in emotion regulation (Perry & Donzella,

2023), EF difficulties are a transdiagnostic (i.e., cutting across different forms

of psychopathology) mediator between severe neglect in childhood and psycho-

pathology in adolescence (Wade et al., 2020).
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Differential plasticity has also been observed in psychological adjustment.

As reviewed previously, differences between adopted and nonadopted children

and adolescents are more marked for externalized than for internalized difficul-

ties (e.g., Askeland et al., 2017). The importance and timing of the improvement

in externalized problems can be illustrated with one of the findings in the BEIP:

At age 8 years, the institutional and the foster care groups did not differ in self-

control, but significant differences were observed at 16 years, when the foster

care group had markedly better self-control abilities, a finding attributed to

a “sleeper effect,” in which the benefits of positive family influences may not

fully manifest until later in development (Wade et al., 2022). This finding does

not imply that all improvements in externalized behavior must wait many years

to be manifested, but only that positive changes linked to improved rearing

circumstances exert a positive influence in the short term and later on.

Finally, differential plasticity has also been documented for postadoption

changes in the attachment system including attachment disturbances, behaviors,

and representations. In the longitudinal study of children adopted from Russia

into Spanish families at a mean age of 3 years (Longitudinal Adoption and

Institutionalization Study, University of Seville, LAIS.US), symptoms of both

reactive attachment and disinhibited social engagement disorders improved

during the first months in the adoptive families, with no significant differences

with a comparison community group and strong differences with institutional-

ized children (Román et al., 2022). Also, in sharp contrast with those who

remain institutionalized (Lionetti et al., 2015), positive changes in attachment

behaviors have been documented in several studies, with changes observable

within the first year in the adoptive family (e.g., Carlson et al., 2014) and

a progression toward more secure attachments. Research showing that, in

children with early adverse experiences, the development of secure attachment

prevents the onset of internalizing difficulties (McLaughlin et al., 2012) under-

scores the importance of this achievement.

Attachment representations (a reflection of the internal working models of

self and attachment figures formed on the basis of early attachment relation-

ships) also improve after adoption, but more slowly than the other aspects of the

attachment system. For example, in the LAIS.US study, in middle childhood,

after 3 years in the adoptive family, all dimensions of adopted children’s

attachment representations were still similar to those of the comparison institu-

tional sample (Román et al., 2012), but after 7 years in the family, a clear

improvement in adopted children’s representations was observed (Peñarrubia

et al., 2022). Differential plasticity within the attachment representations was

also observable at this follow-up, as indicators of insecurity and disorganization

were still present while the other dimensions (e.g., coherence, secure base) were
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similar to comparison community peers. Similar changes and limitations have

been described in a study with children adopted in Italy at a later age (4–8 years)

and assessed in adolescence (Pace et al., 2019). As the authors indicate, the long

experience in a secure family-context allowed late-adopted adolescents to

improve their attachment behaviors and to create more integrated internal

working models of attachment. The improvement is quite relevant not only

because these representations indicate how children perceive self and others,

but also due to their impact on affect regulation (particularly under stressful

circumstances, when the attachment system is activated) and mentalizing (cap-

acity to interpret behavior of self and others as motivated by feelings and

thoughts, and to guide actions accordingly) (Tang et al., 2018).

When significant difficulties in psychological domains persist and children’s

adjustment is more problematic, the adoptive placement is at higher risk of

instability or breakdown. As mentioned in the preceding section, research has

consistently shown that this risk is not the consequence of an isolated factor, but

the product of an accumulation of problems in the child, the parents, and the

support they receive. Among the child-related factors, behavioral problems

(particularly, externalized ones), attachment difficulties, and other adjustment

issues (e.g., school difficulties) are often present (Palacios, Rolock, et al., 2019).

3.2 Resilience and Genes

If some developmental domains change more rapidly and more completely than

others, another relevant question is whether, adopted after early adversity, some

children are more susceptible to change than others. To address this issue, the

concept of resilience and the analysis of genetic influences are of interest. The

latter refers to a classic question in developmental science, namely, the relative

influence of nature and nurture, and the debate on gene-environment (G×E)

interactions. In typical circumstances, the effects of genes and environment are

confounded, as both are provided by the same parents (the so-called passive

G×E correlation). To disentangle their effects, behavior genetic researchers

have utilized the “adoption design,” whereby the genes come from the birth

parents and the environment is configured by the adoptive parents. Not all the

studies utilizing an adoption design are interested in adoption per se, so our

analysis is limited to genetically informed adoption research, with the resilience

paradigm as a framework.

According to Plomin et al. (2022), three stages can be identified in the history

of G×E research. In the first stage, genes were not directly assessed, but the

genetic risk of adopted children was estimated based on birth parents’ psycho-

pathological conditions assumed to have a genetic component. Once the tools to
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analyze DNA became available, a new generation of studies started, although

initially the time and expense to genotype DNAvariants limited the analysis to

a few genes, typically those coding for neurotransmitters presumed to be related

to psychopathology. However, according to Plomin et al. (2022), the heritability

of complex traits and common disorders is caused by thousands of inherited

DNA differences, each with miniscule effects. A new technology now allows

researchers to aggregate all these genome-wide variants in a single genetic

index or polygenic score, opening new ways for the third stage of genetically

informed research.

3.2.1 Resilience: Adoption as a Turning Point

Resilience was defined byMasten (2011) as the capacity of a dynamic system to

withstand or recover from significant challenges that threaten its stability,

viability, or development. It requires the presence of both significant adversity

and a positive adjustment in several developmental domains, as happens in the

case of children adopted after experiences of significant adversity. Resilience is

not within the person (e.g., genes) nor in the environment (e.g., rearing prac-

tices), but rather in the dynamic interplay between the two. Rutter (2006)

emphasized that resilience is not a general quality that represents a trait of the

individual and that genetic variants are neither a risk nor a protective factor in

themselves. As Bowes and Jaffee (2013) stated, there are no “good” or “bad”

genes. In the absence of environmental risk factors, genetic vulnerabilities have

little or no effect on psychopathology and, conversely, in the absence of

a positive environment, the expression of genetic possibilities will be limited.

DNA sequences and genes are fixed, but their expression is not, and the term

epigenetics refers to the reversible regulation of such expression (Bowes &

Jaffee, 2013). Although previous exposure to extreme adversity may limit the

possibilities of resilient adaptation to the new environment, adoption illustrates

one of the “turning points” for development (Rutter, 2006) where the circum-

stances regulating the epigenetic process and promoting resilient functioning

experience a radical change. A few examples from genetically informed adop-

tion research attest to the results of this change.

The first illustration comes from three Swedish population studies where the

genetic influence was inferred from parental psychopathology. One of the

studies concerned alcohol use disorders (AUD), a condition where meta-

analytical evidence has estimated heritability at 51 percent (Kendler et al.,

2021). In this study, matched sibling pairs, where one child was reared by the

biological parents and the other was adopted away, were compared, with AUD

after age 15 years as the outcome variable. A significant reduction in the risk for
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AUD was observed in adoptees compared to their nonadopted siblings, with

a stronger effect in those with very high familial liability (both birth parents and

at least one grandparent affected and with AUD of early onset). Another study

was very similar in design and outcomes, but with criminal conviction as the

variable of interest (Kendler et al., 2016). Again, results supported the strong

impact of the rearing environment, with the protective role of adoption being

especially significant in those at high familial risk for criminal offending (more

severe and repeated crimes). The same pattern was shown for major depression,

with adopted children at high genetic risk manifesting significantly reduced

depression once adopted, although the protective effect disappeared if an

adoptive parent had major depression or if the adoptive home experienced

parental death or divorce during childhood/adolescence (Kendler et al., 2020).

Adoption as a turning point was also demonstrated by a British research team

using techniques from the third generation of genetic influence studies

(Cheesman et al., 2020). Polygenic scores from the UK Biobank were available

for 6,311 adopted and 375,343 nonadopted individuals. The variable of interest

was educational attainment, an outcome in which quantitative genetics has

shown to explain approximately 10 percent of the variance. Individuals in the

lowest decile of the examined genetic index attained significantly more years of

education if they were adopted, a finding that the authors attribute to education-

ally supportive adoptive environments and suggesting that efforts to help

individuals stay in education can be more effective for those with less genetic

propensity for educational success.

3.2.2 Diathesis-Stress, Differential Susceptibility, and Evocative G×E

Twomodels of genetic influence have been proposed, both with implications for

adoption. The first model, called diathesis-stress, posits that individuals with

genetic vulnerabilities (diathesis) for psychopathology present with psycho-

pathological outcomes only if exposed to stressful life experiences. Findings

from different adoption studies inspired by the first generation of genetically

informed research support this model. In a study by Cadoret et al. (1995),

a biological background of antisocial personality disorder predicted increased

conduct disorder and antisocial behavior in adopted adolescents only when

there was adversity in the adoptive family environment (e.g., marital problems

and parental psychopathology). A similar finding was reported by a Finnish

study involving a group of adopted children whose birth parents suffered from

schizophrenia as well as a comparison group of adopted children without such

antecedents (Tienari et al., 2004): for adoptees at high genetic risk, there was

a higher incidence of schizophrenia-spectrum disorder when the adoptive
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family environment was conflictual and problematic, which was not true for

adoptees with difficult adoptive families but without the genetic risk. In short,

developmental risk is not inevitably contained in the genes, but only in the

interaction between genetic risk and environmental adversities, as the resilience

framework would predict.

A differential susceptibility model has also been proposed. According to

Bakermans-Kranenburg and van IJzendoorn (2015), if the diathesis-stress

model explores the “dark side” of the moderating role of genotypes vulnerable

to negative environmental conditions, the differential susceptibility model

explores the “bright side.” In this model, the fundamental proposition is that

some children are not onlymore vulnerable to adversity than others, but alsomore

likely to benefit from enriched environments, beingmore developmentally plastic

or malleable “for worse and for better” (Belsky & van IJzendoorn, 2017).

According to this model, genotypes that in adverse contexts put children at risk

for behavior problems may also make them more likely to benefit from support.

The existence of susceptibility genes has been explored using techniques

from the second generation of genetic influence studies (i.e., specific gene

polymorphisms that regulate the modulation of neurotransmitter systems

related to different psychopathological conditions). In research on interventions

aimed at improving parenting, but unrelated to adoption, meta-analytical evi-

dence summarized by Belsky and van IJzendoorn (2017) found much stronger

intervention effects in individuals with the susceptible genotypes than in the

non-susceptible genotype carriers. However, the evidence from foster care and

adoption studies in support of this model is mixed. A study from the BEIP

showed that, in the group remaining in institutional care, children with a specific

gene variant showed the highest rates of externalizing behavior (“for worse”),

whereas in the foster care group, this same variant was associated with the

lowest levels of externalizing behavior (“for better”) (Brett et al., 2015).

However, research in the EGDS, using a broad measure of child genetic liability

(based on birth parent psychopathology), adoptive home variables, and meas-

ures of child externalizing problems and social competence, found little evi-

dence of differential susceptibility (Cree et al., 2021).

Several results from the EGDS are more aligned with the evocative G×E

model. This is a full adoption design that includes birth parents, children

adopted within a few days of birth, and adoptive parents (Reiss et al., 2023).

Associations between birth parents and their adopted children can only be

attributed to genetic factors or intrauterine influences. Because this study is

longitudinal, evocative effects can be examined: genetically influenced attri-

butes in the child may “evoke” specific behaviors from the adoptive parents,

which in turn will have an influence on different child outcomes. In one EDGS
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study (Shewark et al., 2021), birth parents’ temperament was related to child

negative emotionality at age 4.5 years, and this behavior evoked hostile parent-

ing from adoptive parents at 6 years, which was subsequently related to child

problem behaviors at 7 years. In contrast, adoptive mothers’ warm responses at

age 6 were positively associated with social competence one year later, proving

once more the influence of the environment on the expression of genetic

liabilities.

All previous information about resilience and the role of genetic influences

presents a rich picture of the interplay between preadoption adversity and the

protection brought about by adoption, a significant turning point in the life of

adopted children. As the reported studies indicate, preadoption adversity refers

to developmentally untoward experiences of neglect and abuse and may include

some form of genetic and/or prenatal liability. Resilient functioning is

a possibility when positive changes are experienced in the rearing environment.

This possibility is not absolute, but dependent on the developmental domain and

the level of severity of the previous adversity. For the genetic influences, no

matter the G×E model considered, the potential risks for psychopathology and

behavioral maladjustment will or will not be expressed depending on the

characteristics of the rearing environment, the topic our attention turns to in

the following section.

4 Parenting and Family Influences on Developmental Recovery
and Adjustment

In the preceding section, we described technological advances that allow the

aggregation of thousands of DNA variants in a polygenic score. Although the

environment that influences us is also composed of a myriad of interrelated

elements, the problem is that, in terms of research, we lack an “environome”

similar to the genome (von Stumm & d’Aprice, 2022). Additionally, our genes

and their variants do not change throughout our lives (only their epigenetic

expression changes), but our environment is in constant flux.

Before examining specific parenting and family factors influencing adopted

children’s adjustment, three general principles of development are highlighted.

First, like in all families, the impact of parenting behavior on adopted children is

not unidirectional, with parents’ simply influencing their children’s behavior.

Rather, the characteristics and behavior of children also influence the way

parents react to them. In other words, the influence between parents and children

is ongoing and bidirectional or transactional. As just one example, Leve et al.

(2019) found that a lower inhibitory control in adopted children increased the

probability of hostile interactions on the part of adoptive parents. A second
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general point is that parenting behavior that is effective with one child is not

necessarily effective with another. For example, Kriebel and Wentzel (2011)

found that adopted children with higher cumulative risk scores seemed to

benefit more from child-centered parenting strategies than those with lower

cumulative risk scores. Finally, a broader developmental principle also reflected

in the adjustment of adopted children is that the influence of distal preadoptive

factors, without disappearing, seems to diminish as children get older, while the

effects of proximal postadoption experiences increase. An example can be

found in the Leiden longitudinal study of international adoptees, where early

malnutrition, despite having an effect on children’s IQ, did not negatively affect

the adopted young adult’s socioeconomic success, indicating that early malnu-

trition may be compensated by later experiences in the adoptive family

(Schoenmaker et al., 2015). Another example can be found in the aforemen-

tioned study by Paine et al. (2021) in which the influence of negative preadop-

tion adversities on externalizing behavior ceased to be significant after more

than a year in the adoptive family, a reflection of the new positive experiences

for children with more preadoption adversity. As noted by Duncan et al. (2021),

healthy family environments can mitigate the influence of early adversity and

have an impact over and above preplacement risk factors.

Researchers have examined a variety of postadoption variables associated

with children’s recovery from adversity and adjustment (e.g., Duncan et al.,

2021). Some are more linked to parents’ characteristics, and others are related to

family dynamics and socialization practices.

4.1 Adoptive Parent Factors

Various aspects of adoptive parents’ mental health have been linked to chil-

dren’s postadoption recovery and adjustment. For example, depressive symp-

toms in one or both adoptive parents have been associated with their children’s

depressive symptoms (Liskola et al., 2018) and internalizing behavior problems

(Goldberg & Smith, 2013; Hails et al., 2018). In addition, Hails et al. (2018)

found that adoptive fathers’ depressive symptoms moderated associations

between adoptive mothers’ depression and children’s externalizing behavior.

Postadoption depression in parents is not uncommon –with rates comparable to

postpartum depression in biological parents – and is usually linked to unfulfilled

and unrealistic expectations related to their children or themselves, as well as

unmet support needs (Foli et al., 2012).

Parental stress is another factor linked to children’s postadoption recovery

and adjustment. In a sample of 7-year-old internationally adopted children

placed during infancy, Gagnon-Oosterwaal et al. (2012) reported that children’s
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preadoption adversity (assessed as health and developmental problems at place-

ment) was positively associated with current internalizing and externalizing

problems, and that these relations were mediated by adoptive mother’s current

level of stress. Santos-Nunes et al. (2018) also found a link between adoptive

parents’ stress, often related to violated expectations, and their children’s

adjustment difficulties. This circumstance (violated expectations) is often pre-

sent in adoptions that become unstable or break down (Palacios, Rolock, et al.,

2019).

Different aspects of parenting style have been explored in relation to chil-

dren’s adjustment. Audet and Le Mare (2011), for example, reported that

authoritarian parenting was negatively associated with inattention and over-

activity problems for youngsters who experienced significant preadoption

deprivation. Negative power assertive parenting strategies have also been

linked to placement instability (Rushton et al., 2000). High-quality structure

and limit setting by adoptive parents resulted in fewer regulation problems for

postinstitutionalized children (Lawler et al., 2017). In addition, parental warmth

moderated the link between children’s early adversities and their subsequent

internalizing behavior three years after placement (Anthony et al., 2019).

Adopted children’s adjustment is also impacted by parental sensitivity (i.e.,

understanding children’s signals and providing appropriate and prompt

responses to them) and parental mind-mindedness or reflective functioning

(i.e., representing and holding in mind children’s presumed thoughts, feelings,

and desires). In a study by van der Voort et al. (2014) of adolescents internation-

ally adopted in infancy, maternal sensitivity in infancy and middle childhood

predicted less inhibited behavior in adolescence, which in turn predicted lower

levels of internalizing problems. Priel et al. (2000) also reported an association

between higher maternal self-reflectiveness and decreased levels of externaliz-

ing problems in adopted children.

Parent’s cognitions and attitudes about adoption play a role in children’s

adjustment. Some adoptive parents readily acknowledge the inherent differ-

ences between adoptive and nonadoptive families, whereas others deny or

minimize such differences. Lo and Grotevant (2020) found that adoptive par-

ents characterized by an acknowledgment-of-differences perspective during

middle childhood had youth who experienced stronger feelings of attachment

to their parents during adolescence.

Finally, adoptive parents’ internal working models of attachment have been

linked to adoptees’ attachment security. For example, in a sample of Italian

families, Lionetti (2014) reported that secure attachment in adopted infants is

facilitated when mothers have secure attachment states of mind. In addition, Pace

et al. (2019) reported that late-placed adopted adolescents showed both an increase
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in attachment security and a decrease in disorganized attachment from childhood to

adolescence and that adoptive mothers’ secure states of mind were significantly

associated with their children’ increase in attachment security in adolescence.

4.2 Adoption Communicative Openness

Among the many responsibilities of adoptive parents are sharing adoption

information with their children, supporting their curiosity about their origins,

helping them cope with adoption-related loss, promoting a positive view of their

heritage, and supporting a positive sense of self and adoption identity. Success

in achieving these tasks is linked to creating a family atmosphere that supports

open communication about adoption, that involves sharing adoption informa-

tion with children and sharing adoption-related feelings and becoming emo-

tionally attuned to the children’s adoption experiences (Brodzinsky, 2005).

Higher levels of communicative openness generally are associated with

better psychological adjustment, including fewer behavior problems

(Aramburu et al., 2020; Brodzinsky, 2006), more positive self-esteem

(Brodzinsky, 2006; Hawkins et al., 2007), and more positive adoptive identity

(Le Mare & Audet, 2011). In addition, communicative openness is related to

more trust of adoptive parents by youth, fewer feelings of alienation from them,

and better family functioning, as well as a greater effort to seek new information

about their background as they enter young adulthood (Kohler et al., 2002).

However, Grotevant et al. (2011) failed to find a relation between communica-

tive openness and adolescents’ psychological adjustment.

Not surprisingly, open adoptions that involve contact between adoptive and

birth families are also associated with greater adoption communication between

parents and children (Brodzinsky, 2006; Grotevant et al., 2011). Such contact

leads to children asking more questions about birth family and the reasons for

their adoption, thereby facilitating communication transactions between parents

and children over time.

In short, when the adoptive family environment promotes an open and accepting

atmosphere regarding conversations about adoption, and when adopted children

and adolescents feel comfortable expressing their thoughts, feelings, and questions

about adoption, they are much more likely to internalize their adoption experience

in a positive manner and display positive psychological adjustment. This is

especially true when parents foster what Reuter and Koerner (2008) describe as

a conversation orientation that respects children’s unique feelings and experiences

about adoption and provides them with appropriate structure and guidance regard-

ing important adoption issues such as helping to interpret background information,

correctingmisunderstandings about adoption, and supporting their search interests.
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This style of communication contrasts with what the researchers referred to as

a conformity orientation, in which parents engage in discussions about adoption

with their children, but with an emphasis on promoting their own view of adoption

experiences rather than respecting the unique experiences, perspectives, and inter-

ests of their adopted children. The distinction between conversation orientation and

conformity orientation highlights the importance of recognizing that talking with

children about adoption is not inherently the same as adoption communicative

openness (Pinderhughes & Brodzinsky, 2019), an emotional and relational attitude

that expresses parents’ empathy and respect toward their children’s needs and

experiences (Brodzinsky, 2005).

4.3 Ethnic, Racial, and Cultural Socialization

As noted previously, over the past few decades, a growing percentage of adop-

tions involves transethnic, transracial, and/or transcultural placements, especially

international adoptions, and those from domestic foster care. Among the many

adoption-related responsibilities of parents in these types of adoption are support-

ing children’s identity, self-esteem, pride, and adjustment in relation to their

ethnicity, race, and cultural heritage through ethnic, racial, and cultural socializa-

tion (e.g., Ferrari & Rosnati, 2022; Pinderhughes & Brodzinsky, 2019). This

aspect of parenting involves providing information, perspectives, experiences,

and skills related to the child’s ethnic, racial, and cultural origins. An important

part of this socialization process is preparation-for-bias that is associated with

ethnic, racial, and cultural minority status, including being part of a transracial,

transethnic, and/or transcultural adoptive family. Because transracially adopted

children and their families are often exposed to microaggression andmicroinsults

(Zhang et al., 2019) as well as more overt forms of discrimination and bias, it is

important for parents to help their children learn to navigate these experiences.

For adoptive parents to be successful in supporting children’s ethnic, racial,

and cultural identity and self-esteem, as well as their psychological adjustment,

they must first acknowledge the importance of ethnicity, race, and culture in the

family’s life (especially the child’s) as well as the reality of prejudice, bias, and

stigma that is associated with ethnic/racial/cultural minority status in society.

When parents readily acknowledge ethnic, racial, and cultural differences in the

family, can see these differences from both their own and the child’s perspec-

tives, are aware of their own implicit biases and stereotypes related to these

issues, recognize the importance of providing exposure to the child’s ethnic,

racial, and cultural origins, and value the importance of preparing children for

stigma, they are more likely to provide ethnic, racial, and cultural socialization,

including preparation-for-bias (Lee et al., 2006; Pinderhughes et al., 2015).
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Successful socialization in these areas involves connecting children to their

origins and redefining the family as one that is multiethnic, multiracial, or

multicultural. As parents share information about the child’s origins, they can

also take the opportunity to talk about their own unique heritage, which is often

different for parents, even those who are the same race (e.g., parents may come

from different religious backgrounds or different cultural heritages). Such

conversations reinforce the reality that children are not the only ones who are

different in the family; that is, each member has a unique heritage that enriches

the entire family.

Adoptive parents are highly variable in the extent to which they engage in

these types of socialization practices as well as in the strategies they use. Some

of the common strategies used by parents include: talking with children about

their ethnic, racial, and cultural heritage; reading books with children that

incorporate information about their heritage; attending activities or events that

are related to children’s heritage; developing friendships with families of color

and other transracial adoptive families; finding an ethnic, racial, or cultural

mentor for children; developing relationships with the child’s birth relatives

(when possible); and visiting the child’s birth country (Pinderhughes &

Brodzinsky, 2019).

Parents’ success in engaging in heritage socialization depends, in part, on

where they live. When families live in urban areas and multicultural countries,

parents are often able to find appropriate resources to support ethnic, racial, and

cultural socialization efforts. But when families live in small towns and rural

areas, or in more ethnically/racially/culturally homogeneous countries, such

resources are often limited, reducing opportunities for such socialization, and

resulting in children and their families sometimes feeling marginalized in their

communities. In addition, parents who more often have previous experiences

interacting with minority group members, and who less often adopt a “color-

blind” attitude, are more likely to expose their children to their ethnic, racial,

and cultural heritage and prepare them for possible discrimination (Hrapczynski

& Leslie, 2018). However, the tendency of adoptive parents to prepare their

children for bias may vary depending on their children’s ethnic, racial, or

cultural heritage. For example, Killian and Khana (2019) reported that “color-

conscious” parents of Black adopted children were more likely to prepare them

for discrimination and bias than “color-conscious” parents of Asian and Latino

adopted children.

Research has also focused on the impact of ethnic, racial, and cultural

socialization on children’s adjustment. Johnston et al. (2007), for example,

reported that White mothers of Asian adopted children who engaged in more

cultural socialization had children with fewer externalizing problems, but not
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internalizing problems. Racial and cultural socialization are also associated

with decreased feelings of marginalization and increased self-esteem

(Mohanty & Newhill, 2011) as well as with adoptees’ ethnic identity and

pride (Hu et al., 2015). Moreover, Rosnati and Ferrari (2014) noted that,

whereas the perception of social discrimination undermined the ethnic identity

of adolescent and young adult Italian adoptees, adoptive parents’ cultural

socialization strategies played a vital role in supporting their ethnic identity

Finally, there has also been a focus on bicultural socialization efforts by

adoptive parents and its impact on transracial and transcultural adoptees. This

aspect of socialization supports adoptees’ connection to their birth culture and

to their adoptive country. Manzi et al. (2014) noted that youth who receive

cultural socialization in relation to their birth heritage are also more likely to feel

connected to their adoptive parents’ national identity. When adoptees are

successful in integrating both aspects of their identities, they generally experi-

ence more positive well-being (Ferrari et al., 2015; Manzi et al., 2014).

However, when they have difficulty integrating both their ethnic and national

identities, they often feel “caught in the middle” and display greater adjustment

difficulties (Manzi et al., 2014).

5 Emergence and Development of Adoptive Identity

“Who am I?” “Where do I fit in?” “How do I feel about myself and how do

others view me?” These are just some of the questions that typically are

addressed by people in the process of identity development. But for some

individuals, this process is more complicated than for others. This is especially

true for adopted individuals, who are inextricably linked to at least two families,

the one that gave them life and the one that reared them.

The development of adoptive identity is all the more complex when one

considers the different pathways to adoption (e.g., domestic infant placement;

older child placement from foster care; intercountry placement), the varying

degrees of information that adoptees have about their origins and the circum-

stances leading to their adoption, the diversity in the composition of adoptive

families (e.g., same-race placement versus transracial placement), the different

contexts in which the individual and family live (e.g., racially diverse society or

community versus more racially homogeneous society or community), the

diverse timing and intensity of the experience of adoption-related loss, and the

varying degrees of opennesswithin the adoptive family and between adoptive and

birth families (Bornstein & Suwalsky, 2021; Grotevant & von Korff, 2011).

In short, answers for questions such as “Who am I as an adopted person and

how do I feel about being adopted?,” “Who are my birth parents, and to what
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extent am I similar to them?,” “Do I have biological siblings and, if so, what

happened to them?,” and “How has being adopted impacted my life?” are

influenced by a myriad of intersecting factors. Consequently, in their explor-

ation of adoptive identity, researchers and scholars have been guided by several

theoretical perspectives, including by not limited to: Erikson’s psychosocial

theory and narrative theories (Grotevant & Von Korff, 2011), ecological sys-

tems theory (Grotevant & Von Korff, 2011; Palacios, 2009), and cognitive

developmental and stress and coping theories (Brodzinsky, 1990, 2011b). In

the following sections, we explore how adoptive identity develops, including

those individual and contextual factors that support or undermine a healthy and

secure sense of self. We begin by examining the nature and implications of

adoption-related loss for adoptees’ identity and self-esteem.

5.1 Adoption-Related Loss and Identity Development

Common to all adopted individuals is the experience of loss and grief.

Understanding the losses associated with adoption, learning to cope with them,

processing adoption-related grief, and finding ways of integrating those experi-

ences into their identity are critical development achievements for adoptees.

Loss in adoption is universal and pervasive (Brodzinsky, 2011b). Not only are

adoptees separated from their birth parents, but also others in the birth family,

including grandparents, uncles and aunts, cousins, and sometimes even siblings.

For children placed very early in life, these family disruptions are seldom

traumatic, primarily because attachments were never formed with these indi-

viduals. As children get older and begin to reflect on these individuals, however,

it is common for them to experience a deep sense of loss related to relationships

that were never allowed to form. For children removed from their birth family at

older ages, separation from parents, siblings, and extended family is likely to be

more disruptive and even traumatic because these individuals most often played

significant roles in their lives, with some being important attachment figures,

even when abuse and neglect were present. Older placed children also experi-

ence the loss of nonbiological support figures from the past, such as friends,

teachers, and therapists. In addition, children adopted from foster care and those

who experienced institutional life often form strong and meaningful relation-

ships with caregivers and other children they lived with. The loss of these

individuals can be quite disruptive for adoptees.

As children grow up, it is common for them to ask questions about their early

years. “What was I like as a baby?” “Was I easy to care for or difficult?”When

children continue to live with the people who reared them from infancy, these

questions are easily answered. For adoptees who have been separated from their
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early caregivers (e.g., birth parents, foster parents, or institutional staff), these

questions too often are unanswerable. The loss of a “meaning maker” (i.e., the

person or people who can describe and explain the child’s early years) leaves

not only a long-lasting informational gap in the child’s life narrative, but also an

emotional void for the person’s emerging identity.

At some point, children begin to recognize that most people view adoptive

family status as “second-best” compared to growing up in the family of birth.

French (2013) coined the term “birth privilege” to describe the inherent societal

bias against which adopted individuals are often judged by others and them-

selves. This experience sometimes leads adopted children to feel “lesser than”

their nonadopted peers, potentially underlying their self-esteem, identity, and

adjustment. Because adopted individuals and their adoptive family members do

not share a genetic link, it is also quite common that they look physically

different or have different personality traits or abilities. For some children and

adolescents, these differences can result in feelings of not “fitting in” or

“belonging” to the family, yet another loss that can complicate identity and

adjustment. This is especially true for adoptees who are placed across ethnic,

racial, and/or cultural lines. Integrating adoption, ethnicity, race, culture, and

other aspects of identity can be particularly challenging for these individuals

when they live with families and/or in communities that do not offer them

appropriate models, information, and experiences that help them understand

what it means to be adopted and what it means to be a member of a particular

ethnic, racial, or cultural group (Pinderhughes & Brodzinsky, 2019).

Coping with adoption-related loss and grief and integrating one’s experiences

into a healthy, secure, and cohesive adoptive identity can be challenging for several

reasons. Because adoption is statistically uncommon in most societies (e.g.,

approximately 2 percent of children in the United States are adopted), adopted

youth often feel that there are few people who truly understand what they are

experiencing, which can accentuate feelings of being different and compromise

self-esteem and identity. In addition, adoption loss is not necessarily permanent in

some respects. Birth family members and other significant figures from the past are

usually alive. Even when they are unknown and there is no contact with these

individuals, they continue to live in the thoughts and emotional life of the adopted

person (Brodzinsky, 2014), keeping fantasies of reunion a possibility. For some,

these feelings are more intense than for others. The child’s understanding of the

reasons for adoptive placement can also make it difficult to integrate being adopted

into a secure sense of self. When children understand that they were voluntarily

placed for adoption by their birth parents, it can raise questions about whether they

were unwanted because of characteristics or behaviors that the birth parents found

unacceptable (e.g., “I cried too much”; “they didn’t want a boy”). When children
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understand that they were removed from their birth parents by child welfare

authorities, it can raise questions about whether they come from people who

are damaged and whether they too will have similar problems as their birth

parents. In either case, children can potentially internalize negative beliefs

about themselves and their origins, undermining self-esteem and identity.

Finally, adoption loss is often unrecognized by others, who tend to focus

more on what the child has gained because of their adoptive placement.

Such circumstances often result in adoptees feeling ignored, misunderstood,

and unsupported, leading to what Doka (1989) referred to as “disenfranchised

grief,” which is much more difficult to resolve than when a person’s grief is

both acknowledged and supported.

In short, adoption loss and grief are universal for adoptees. Yet how these life

experiences are understood by adopted children and the impact they have on

self-esteem and identity depend on many factors, including the person’s devel-

opmental level, the adoption information available to them, the parents’ com-

munication style, the support received from others, their propensity to explore

adoption issues, and the salience of adoption in their emerging identity.

5.2 Developmental Perspectives on Adoptive Identity

Adoptive identity begins when children are first informed of their adoptive

family status – typically through a simple and naïve story told to them in the

preschool to early school years – and seek to understand its meaning. Although

most children at this age can label themselves as “being adopted” and have

developed a rudimentary adoption language (i.e., they can often recite a brief

version of their adoption story shared by parents), they have little understanding

of what adoption means (Brodzinsky, 2011b; Brodzinsky et al., 1984). It is not

until middle childhood that adoptees possess the cognitive maturity and experi-

ence beyond the family to begin to appreciate the differences between adoption

and birth as pathways to family membership. Adoption-related thoughts and

feelings often emerge during this period and, unless there is a family atmos-

phere of open communication about adoption, the adoptive parents remain

unaware of how their children are experiencing being adopted and sometimes

believe that it is of little interest to or has minimal impact on their children. In

addition, during adolescence and young adulthood, individuals develop

a deeper cognitive and social understanding of adoption, including its legal

status, differing social views and values about adoption, and the motivations

and life circumstances underlying the reasons why people adopt children and

why birth parents place their children for adoption or have their children

removed from their care by child welfare authorities.
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Although adoptive identity begins to develop when children first learn about

their unique family status, it is, in fact, a lifelong journey involving the cyclical

interweaving of multiple processes, including exploration, assessment, recon-

sideration, consolidation, and integration of information related to the self and

one’s relationship to others (Grotevant & von Korff, 2011). Even though there is

a developmental course to building an adoption identity, it is not a linear process

in which new phases supersede the previous ones. Thoughts and feelings about

the unknown or the past may emerge later in life – for instance, during life

transitions such as getting married, becoming a parent, or losing an adoptive

parent. The desire to know more about the past or to initiate some contact with

the birth family may be more salient in certain periods than in others. The

outcome of these processes and life experiences is an emerging self-narrative or

identity regarding being adopted that is constructed and reconstructed over time

as individuals actively explore what they know about their history, how they

feel about being adopted, what feedback they have received from others about

adoption and the circumstances of their placement, what contact, if any, they

have had with birth family members, the impact that contact has had on them,

and what information they still desire but do not yet have about themselves.

There is considerable variability among adoptees in terms of their inclination to

explore adoption-related issues, the centrality of adoption for their sense of self,

and their feelings about self and being adopted (Colaner, 2014; Dunbar &

Grotevant, 2004). Colaner (2014) has described two orthogonal dimensions that

are part of the adoption identity process. Reflective exploration involves the

degree to which adoptees think about their adoption and its meaning in their

lives and preoccupation refers to the salience given to adoption as a component of

the person’s identity. High levels of preoccupation indicate that adoption is

viewed not just as an important aspect of one’s identity, but as one of the primary

organizing perspectives through which the person explores and understands their

self, and their relationships with others and the world (Grotevant et al., 2000).

The intersection of these two dimensions results in four distinct patterns of

adoption identity, defined slightly differently by different researchers (Colaner,

2014; Dunbar & Grotevant, 2004; Grotevant et al., 2017). Individuals who

display higher levels of reflective exploration, but relatively low to moderate

levels of preoccupation are thought to have engaged in the most adoptive

identity work and to have integrated adoption into their sense of self in

a reasonably healthy and cohesive manner. Dunbar and Grotevant (2004)

refer to these individuals as the integrated group. Others manifest high levels

of reflective exploration, but also high levels of preoccupation, their identity

work being considered still unresolved – these individuals are identified as the

unsettled group by Dunbar and Grotevant (2004). Many of these individuals are
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actively searching for information about their adoption, including their original

birth certificate (OBC) or access to their adoption files, but find themselves

confronting obstacles in their adoption search process, resulting in great frus-

tration (Rizzo Weller, 2022). The third group of adoptees display low levels of

reflective exploration, but moderate to high levels of preoccupation in relation

to adoption – described as having a limited adoptive identity by Dunbar and

Grotevant (2004). Although adoption is salient for these individuals, they tend

not to reflect on the reasons for its salience and the way in which it relates to

other aspects of their identity. Sometimes the meaning of adoption they have

internalized reflects others’ views of adoption (e.g., their adoptive parents)

rather than their own self-assessment of this identity issue. Finally, those

adolescents described by Dunbar and Grotevant (2004) as being in the unexam-

ined group present with both low adoption exploration and low preoccupation,

suggesting little curiosity or effort to address the meaning of adoption in their

lives and a sense of self that is relatively independent of their adoptive status.

High levels of preoccupation in relation to adoption are often linked to low self-

esteem (Horstmann et al., 2016), negative thoughts and feelings about adoption

and birth parents (Colaner & Soliz, 2015), more adjustment issues (Grotevant

et al., 2017), and more emotional distance from and lack of trust of adoptive

parents (Kohler et al., 2002). High reflective exploration and low to moderate

preoccupation is associated with higher levels of identification with both the

adoptive and birth families (Colaner et al., 2018).

5.3 Family Influences on Adoptive Identity Development

Among themost important tasks for adoptive parents are sharing adoption informa-

tion with their children and engaging them in adoption-related conversations

(Pinderhughes & Brodzinsky, 2019). Parental attitudes and emotional tone associ-

ated with these tasks, as well as parents’ willingness to initiate conversations and

respond to children’s curiosity and questions about adoption, are critical for creating

a caregiving environment conducive to supporting adoptive identity exploration. To

promote such exploration, adoptive parents must first acknowledge the unique

aspects associated with adoptive family status that children inevitably confront as

they develop, such as their inherent connection to two or more families, confusion

about their origins and the reasons for their adoption, loss and grief related to

separation from their birth family, and coping with differences between themselves

and family members (e.g., in transracial placements). Unfortunately, some adoptive

parents identify adoption communication only with discussions about known

information, so that if there is little known about the child’s past, there is little effort

to engage children regarding their adoption experience. More importantly, not all
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parents find it easy to acknowledge the inherent differences associated with adop-

tive status, choosing instead to minimize or reject the differences and rearing their

children as if they were born to them. Kirk (1964) suggested that this “rejection-of-

difference” coping style created difficulties for adopted children because there was

no emotional space in the family to address the differences they felt and the

unanswered questions about adoption they had (Lo & Cashen, 2020).

The adopted person’s need to explore their origins and the meaning of adoption

in their life is both normal and inevitable (Müller&Perry, 2001), although as noted

in Section 5.2, there is variability in the extent and emotional intensity to which

such exploration is undertaken. There is a natural progression for most adoption

searches. For children, the search begins with basic questions about where they

come from, who their birth parents are, and why they were adopted. As they get

older, there often is a desire to understand the origin of their physical characteris-

tics, traits, and talents. A more direct link between searching and identity develop-

ment is found in adolescence and emerging adulthood, when individuals actively

seek new information about their origins, sometimes trying to repair emotional

vulnerabilities associated with adoption-related loss and grief, as well as feelings

of envy and jealousy that are connected to feelings of difference. For those who

have never felt security in adoptive family relationships, the search can also reflect

a longing for human connection and attachment. This sometimes leads to efforts to

contact birth family members. For most adopted people, though, searching is also

fundamentally a reflection of innate curiosity and a desire to resolve unanswered

questions that are at the core of their adoption experience. As noted in Section 5.2,

satisfaction with the search process is tied to a family environment that gives the

adopted person permission and support to explore adoption-related issues. This is

most likely to occur when parents create an open communicative atmosphere

related to adoption (Brodzinsky, 2005; Wrobel et al., 2003).

For transracial and intercountry adoptees, there are more complex issues in

identity development, as they seek to navigate the intersection of adoption, ethni-

city, race, culture, and other factors influencing their emerging sense of self. Lee

(2003) coined the term “transracial paradox” to describe the complications that

transracial adoptees face. He noted that transracial adoptees benefit from privileges

usually conferred to their parents as members of their country’s racially dominant

group (e.g., in the United States, non-Hispanic White parents of European origin),

but are disadvantaged by the stigmas associated with being adopted (Baden, 2016;

Ferrari et al., 2022), aswell as being an ethnic or racialminoritymember (Sue et al.,

2007) and/or an immigrant (Lee, 2003). Integrating all these factors into a healthy,

cohesive, and balanced identity is influenced by parents’ success in addressing

these issues in family conversations, a process referred to as ethnic/racial/ cultural

socialization (see previous discussion of this process in Section 4).
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5.4 Societal and Social Influences on Adoptive Identity
Development

Societal attitudes and values related to adoption play an important role in the

lived experiences of adoptees. Although anthropological scholars have reported

very positive views about adoption and less focus on biological parenting in

some non-Western cultures (Bowie, 2004), most Western societies generally

privilege family membership through birth over adoptive family membership

(French, 2013), which can lead to feelings of stigma, difference, and not

belonging among adoptees, potentially undermining a healthy and secure iden-

tity. Societal laws and practices related to adoption also play an important role in

the ability of the person to integrate adoption into their emerging sense of self.

In some countries, the person’s OBC and other adoption documents are sealed

by the court at the time of adoption and a new birth certificate is issued with only

the adoptive parents listed on the form. Although this practice was begun with

the idea that it protected the best interests of all parties, many adopted individ-

uals, as well as adoption professionals, believe that access to these documents is

important for resolving adoption issues and fostering a cohesive and integrated

identity for adoptees (Rizzo Weller, 2022). In other countries, the OBC is not

changed after adoption and the key for obtaining information about the birth

family and the circumstances leading to adoption is access to the files kept in the

archives of child protective services.

As noted previously, the practice of open adoption varies from country to

country. Where it is practiced and supported, contact with birth family increases

the person’s knowledge about their origin, the circumstances surrounding their

adoption, and access to people who can serve as models for a more complete

sense of self (Grotevant, 2020). Open adoption also promotes more adoption-

related communication among adoptive family members, which, in turn, facili-

tates adoptive identity development (Von Korff & Grotevant, 2011).

Another social context in which adopted children and adolescents receive

feedback about adoption and which can impact adoptive identity is their peer

group and people in the community. Although most adopted individuals report

positive adoption experiences with their friends and others, they also acknow-

ledge experiencing a variety of adoption microaggressions while growing up.

Building on minority stress theory (Meyer, 2003) and research on social

microaggressions related to marginalized groups (Sue, 2010), adoption

researchers have identified a variety of microaggressions experienced by

adopted individuals and adoptive parents (Baden, 2016; Garber & Grotevant,

2015). Many adoptees and adoptive parents report overly intrusive questions

related to themselves and their family. This is especially true in transracial
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placements in which the physical dissimilarities between family members are

obvious – for example, “Is that your real mother?”; “Is your husband Chinese?.”

These types of interactions with others can be awkward or embarrassing and

undermine family members’ sense of privacy regarding their adoption experi-

ence. In some cases, adoptees experience microassaults, which are more con-

scious and explicit efforts by someone to inflict emotional pain through

adoption-related insults – for example, “Your real mother didn’t want you . . .

she just got rid of you”; “You’re a bastard.” Whatever the nature of the

microaggressions, the intended or unintended outcome for adopted individuals

is a recognition that others view them as different or disadvantaged, which can

complicate and ultimately compromise a secure identity and positive sense of

self.

Finally, although we have highlighted the considerable variability in adoptive

identity exploration and the different developmental and contextual factors that

support or undermine a healthy, well-integrated, and balanced sense of self, it is

important to point out that the challenges experienced by adoptees in this aspect of

development do not appear to compromise at least one aspect of identity – namely,

self-esteem. Meta-analysis of eighty-eight studies found no differences in self-

esteem between adopted children and adolescents compared to their nonadopted

agemates (Juffer & van IJzendoorn, 2007). Moreover, this outcome was found for

both same-race and different-race adoptive families. Thisfinding adds to the earlier

research reviewed suggesting that most adoptees are well within the normal range

of development, despite encountering more than average adversity and challenges

than their nonadopted counterparts.

6 Modern Adoptive Families

There have been many controversial changes in adoption practices over the

years. Two that have generated considerable debate as well as a significant

amount of research are open adoption and adoption by sexual minority individ-

uals. In this section, we discuss the nature of these modern adoptive families and

the controversies and research findings that have addressed them. Although

these two possibilities exist in a growing number of countries, in some only one

of them is possible and in others neither is allowed.

6.1 Open Adoption

As discussed in Section 1, adoption has a long history, with different priorities

and practices during different time periods. Prior to the rise of the modern child

welfare system in the early part of the twentieth century, when adoption was

more informal and not yet institutionalized, it was common for birth parents to
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place their children with known families and to have some level of contact with

them following placement (Baran & Pannor, 1990). This practice began to

change with the emergence of public and (where they existed) private adoption

agencies, which had government authority for placing in adoptive homes aban-

doned and vulnerable children, as well as childrenwhose parents chose not to rear

them. Independent and informal child placements were criticized by adoption

agencies as not being in the best interests of adoptive kinship members. To protect

the well-being of these individuals, agencies argued successfully that adoption

placements needed to be closed, with no sharing of information or contact

between the parties, either before or after adoption placement. In those cases

when babies were abandoned and entered institutional care before being adopted,

no efforts were made to register the circumstances and people involved, and

therefore no identifying information could be shared. For nearly 50 years, the

practice of closed or confidential adoptions went unchallenged.

In the 1970s and 1980s, however, perspectives on adoption practice began to

change. In the United States, adult adoptees and birth parents, who had longed

for information about one another, began to voice their concerns about the

practices of closed adoptions, including sealing of the child’s OBC and barriers

to postplacement contact. Soon, a small group of adoption professionals sug-

gested that some problems identified in adopted persons were a function of the

inherent secrecy and stigmatization that are part of the closed adoption experi-

ence (Sorosky et al., 1975) and that open adoption should be standard practice

(Baran & Pannor, 1993). Proponents of open adoption argued that eliminating

secrecy in adoption was morally justified and would facilitate healthier adjust-

ment in all adoptive kinship members. The arguments of these professionals,

however, were met with resistance from many in the adoption community who

believed that the philosophy and practice of open adoption would undermine the

well-being of all members of the adoptive kinship system, especially the

adopted child (Kraft et al., 1985). Although the path leading to open adoption

was different in other countries, concerns about its negative impact were similar

and confidential adoption was the norm.

In response to this debate, a substantial body of research has emerged over the

past four decades, most of which has focused on domestic infant adoptions,

although a smaller literature also exists on openness in foster care adoptions

and international adoptions. To date, the findings have largely supported the

benefits of open adoption compared to its potential drawbacks (Grotevant,

2020), although researchers and child welfare professionals have noted difficul-

ties in some postadoption contact arrangements from foster care. Because of the

benefits associated with open adoption, it is now being practiced in an increasing

number of countries.
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6.1.1 Dynamics and Patterns of Open Adoption

Several longitudinal studies have explored the dynamics and outcomes of open

adoption arrangements outside of the United States (Neil et al., 2015, in

England; Ward et al., 2022, in Australia), but the Minnesota Texas Adoption

Research Project (MTARP), which has followed 190 US adoptive families and

169 birth mothers over 30 years, and through multiple waves of assessment, has

been the pioneering effort in the field and produced the most information

regarding the nature of open adoption and its impact on adoptive kinship

members. This longitudinal project focuses on domestically adopted infants

and their adoptive families who experienced different patterns of contact with

the children’s birth families from the time of placement to early adulthood (see

Grotevant, 2020, for a summary of the MTARP).

Findings from this project indicate that the extent and nature of contact

between members of the adoptive and birth families can change dramatically

over time, with some previously closed adoptions opening and other adop-

tions that previously involved some level of contact closing down (Grotevant,

2020). Reasons for changes in the extent of contact between families are

highly variable. Increased contact sometimes is the result of removal of legal

barriers to birth and adoption records, allowing individuals to contact their

birth families for the first time. In other cases, an adopted individual’s life

circumstances (e.g., birth of a child) stimulate an interest in finding out more

about their own health history. In addition, as adolescents and young adults

become more independent of their adoptive parents, growing curiosity to

know more about their origins may stimulate a new desire, as well as

a sense of freedom, to seek contact with their birth families. However,

dissatisfaction with the extent, type, or quality of contact may lead some

individuals, even those who had contact from the beginning of the adoption,

to reduce or even end contact with the other family. In addition, contact may

be lost in ways that are beyond the person’s control, such as when one side

abruptly ends communication or visits. Changes in the type of contact over

time are also quite common. For example, contact that began as letters,

emails, or through social media may shift to video visits or even face-to-

face meetings as people get to know and trust one another and desire more

direct involvement in each other’s lives. Sometimes face-to-face meetings

prove to be too inconvenient because of distance, and, consequently, subse-

quent contact may be primarily through indirect means such as emails, social

media, or video chats. Discomfort with face-to-face visits, for whatever

reason, can also lead the parties to choose more indirect means for future

contact. In short, there are many reasons why contact between families may

39The Adopted Child

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
33

91
93

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009339193


change over time, both in the extent and type of contact (Grotevant et al.,

2019).

Based on emotional distance regulation theory, Grotevant (2009) described

the unique dynamics involved in adoptive and birth families establishing,

maintaining, and coping with contact with one another. He noted that these

individuals bring to their interactions unique developmental histories, relation-

ship expectations, expectations about adoption, and relationship skills that

influence the creation of contact plans and their satisfaction with contact over

time. In addition, he described several strategies that adoptive and birth family

members use to comfortably regulate emotional distance among themselves,

leading to more satisfying open adoption arrangements, including: (a) estab-

lishing clear boundaries related to decision-making, the nature of visits, and

respective roles in relation to the child; (b) maintaining respect for one another

and recognizing the unique contributions that each brings to relationships with

the child; (c) providing support to each other, especially in times of difficulty;

(d) tolerating the ambiguity and complexity involved in open adoption relation-

ships; and (e) allowing interfamilial relationships to grow slowly over time as

a way of building mutual understanding, empathy, and trust. Some of these

processes are similar to those described by Neil et al. (2015), who highlighted

the importance of how the adults involved think about and manage contact in

foster care adoptions.

Although contact often varies over time and is influenced by many personal,

interpersonal, and contextual factors, Grotevant and his colleagues (Dunbar &

Grotevant, 2004; Grotevant et al., 2019) identified four discrete contact patterns

among the families studied. In some cases, there was consistently no contact

between the two families (“no-contact group”); for others, contact began but

then ended at some point (“stopped contact group”); a third group involved

families that had ongoing contact with one another, but was limited in its extent,

frequency, and/or means (“limited contact group”); and a fourth group had

ongoing contact over time involving multiple members of each family and

through multiple means (“extended contact group”). A primary focus of these

researchers, as well as other research teams, has been studying the impact of

open adoption on adoptive kinship members.

6.1.2 Impact of Open Adoption

Although contact between adoptive and birth families certainly creates personal

and relationship complexities for individuals in both families, and, at times,

uncertainty about the benefits of such an arrangement, research has generally

foundmore positive than negative consequences for open adoptions. For example,
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contact with the birth family is associated with increased curiosity and ques-

tions about adoption on the part of children and teenagers, which in turn

facilitates more adoption-related family conversations and results in adopted

individuals gaining information about themselves and their origins and devel-

oping a better understanding of adoption (Wrobel & Dillon, 2009; Wrobel &

Grotevant, 2019). In addition, children and adolescents who have contact with

birth parents report higher satisfaction with their contact status than those who

do not have contact (Mendenhall et al., 2004). Adoptees’ satisfaction with

contact status has also been linked with more sensitive and open communica-

tion about adoption with their parents and with more secure attachments with

them (Farr et al., 2014). The extent of contact with birth family members is not

related to adopted individuals’ psychological adjustment during childhood and

adolescence (Brodzinsky, 2006; Ge et al., 2008; Von Korff et al., 2006), whereas

satisfaction with contact status is associated with more positive adjustment

(Grotevant et al., 2011). Beyond childhood, those young adults who experienced

sustained high levels of contact and satisfaction with contact over time (extended

contact group) reported lower levels of psychological distress and higher levels of

psychological well-being than individuals who experienced increased, but

limited, contact over time (limited contact group). No differences were found in

adjustment between the extended contact group and those individuals who

experienced no contact with birth family and those who experienced contact

that stopped at some point in time (Lo et al., 2023). This finding implies that,

although important, the impact of level of contact needs to be considered together

with other factors associated with adoptees’ adjustment.

Adoptive parents also appear to benefit from open adoption. Grotevant et al.

(1994) reported that adoptive parents involved in open arrangements mani-

fested the least fear about the birth parents’ desire to reclaim their child, whereas

those in the no-contact group expressed the greatest fear of this possibility. In

addition, when their children were in adolescence, adoptive parents who had

ongoing contact with the birth family expressed greater satisfaction with

their contact status than those who had no contact with the birth family

(Grotevant et al., 2011).

Open adoptions involving foster care placements are more complicated.

These types of adoptions typically involve children removed from their families

because of neglect, abuse, or other parent and family difficulties. In these

circumstances, postadoption contact between children and their birth family

has often been viewed as inconsistent with the child’s and adoptive family’s

well-being. And yet, there has been increasing consideration given regarding the

circumstances under which postadoption contact for children placed from foster

care could be in their best interests (Boyle, 2017; Neil et al., 2015), especially
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regarding contact with siblings living elsewhere (Meakings et al., 2021). In the

Australian state of New South Wales, postadoption contact is required by law in

all adoptions (Ward et al., 2022). The rationale for postadoption contact from

foster care is that it will support continuation of existing relationships with birth

family members, foster a better understanding for the child of the circumstances

leading to their adoptive placement, and facilitate a more complete, secure, and

coherent identity. Existing evidence suggests that such contact can be quite

beneficial for some, but not all, children (Boyle, 2017). Positive postadoption

contact is most likely to occur when a collaborative and mutually respectful

relationship has been established between the adoptive and birth families,

whereas negative postadoption contact experiences more likely occur for chil-

dren who have ongoing contact with birth parents who previously abused them.

The bottom line is that contact following adoption from foster care must be

decided on a case-by-case basis, with the primary focus of case planning being

on the child’s safety and emotional interests.

Contact between adoptive and birth families in international adoptions is also

more difficult because of adverse circumstances leading to adoption (e.g.,

abandonment, extreme poverty, neglect, maltreatment), geographical distance,

language and cultural/legal barriers, inadequate record keeping by authorities in

sending countries, and, at times, resistance to contact by adoptive parents, who

may have chosen international adoption over domestic adoption as a way of

avoiding contact with birth family. And yet there is evidence that internationally

placed adoptees and their families are searching for and at times contacting birth

families (Brodzinsky & Goldberg, 2017; Koskinen & Böök, 2019; Tieman

et al., 2008). Given the growing acceptance of search and reunion within the

adoption community, the worldwide availability of the internet and social

media, and the growing availability of DNA testing, it is reasonable to expect

that contact between internationally adopted individuals and their birth families

will grow over time.

6.2 Adoption by Sexual Minority Adults

More and more sexual minority adults are becoming parents through adop-

tion. Like in other areas of sexual minority parenting (Bos & Gartrell, 2020;

Tasker & Lavender-Stott, 2020), this development has been met with ques-

tions as to whether adopted children are disadvantaged when reared by lesbian

or gay parents and whether these parents manifest different characteristics or

parenting qualities than their heterosexual counterparts. In this section, we

address these questions, as well as trends and practices in adoption by lesbians

and gay men.
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6.2.1 Trends and Practices in Adoption by Sexual Minority Adults

Adoption has become an increasingly popular pathway to parenthood for sexual

minority adults in many Western countries (Farr et al., 2020). According to

Equaldex,1 an online collaborative knowledge base that collects and analyzes

data about LGBT laws, facts, and opinions globally, by region and country, as of

2022,fifty-four countries have laws allowing same-sex couples to adopt. In another

125 regions, the ability of lesbians and gay men to adopt is described as “some-

where in between,”with the possibility of single-parent adoptions inmany regions.

It is unclear, however, what percentage of single-parent adoptions in these regions

involves individuals who openly identify to the authorities as lesbian or gay.

Finally, in forty-one countries adoption by sexual minority adults remains illegal.

Most children adopted by sexual minority adults involve either domestic

private placement by their birth parents, where this practice exists (e.g., in the

United States), when the children are still infants, or through the country’s

public foster care system when children usually are older and often have

medical, mental health, and/or educational special needs. In domestic private

adoptions, some birth parents show a preference for having their children placed

with sexual minorities (Brodzinsky, 2011a; Farr et al., 2022). Reasons for this

preference are varied and include a positive history with sexual minority

individuals; a desire to place with individuals who cannot have a biologically

related child; a desire to have an open adoption, which is often supported by

lesbians and gay men; and for some birth mothers placing with gay men in an

open adoption, the desire to be their child’s only mother.

Placement of children with sexual minority individuals through foster care is

typically determined by the adoption authorities, with little control by the child’s

birth parents. In such cases, the law, the agency’s policies, and the attitudes of

caseworkers determine whether sexual minority clients are judged as suitable for

an adoption placement. In fewer cases, sexual minority individuals and couples

seek to adopt children from other countries, but must do so without openly

identifying themselves as LGBT because virtually all sending countries do not

permit placement of their children with such persons (Brodzinsky, in press).

Adoption agencies that facilitate intercountry placements with sexual minority

individuals often adopt a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy, and submit the home study

paperwork and other adoption documents without identifying the prospective

parents as lesbian or gay. But in doing so, they face an ethical dilemma. In

facilitating intercountry adoption placements with LGBT individuals, agencies

are prioritizing the needs of vulnerable children who desperately need a safe,

stable, and nurturing home, as well as the needs of their adoption clients, over the

1 www.equaldex.com/issue/adoption; accessed April 7, 2023.
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laws, regulations, and customs of the child’s birth country that they are supposed

to abide by. The bottom line is that intercountry adoption by LGBT adults is

complex, and there has been very little discussion about the most appropriate

ways of confronting the ethical and practice issues involved.

Even when the law permits adoption by sexual minority adults, research has

shown that these individuals frequently report discrimination, bias, and delays in

their efforts to adopt children (Brodzinsky, 2011a; Goldberg, et al., 2019). In some

cases, discrimination is based on the religious affiliation and beliefs associated with

the adoption agency or on the prejudicial beliefs of adoption caseworkers, attor-

neys, or judges (Brodzinsky, 2011a). Despite these obstacles, sexualminority adults

are highly motivated to become parents through adoption and in the United States

adopt proportionately at higher rates than heterosexual adults (Gates, 2013). Sexual

minority adults are disproportionately more likely to adopt racial minority children

and frequently adopt children with developmental and emotional difficulties (Farr

et al., 2020; Goldberg& Smith, 2009). In addition, they have been found to support

contact between their children and birth families, sometimes even more than

heterosexual parents (Brodzinsky & Goldberg, 2016, 2017; Goldberg, 2019).

6.2.2 Outcomes for Children Adopted by Sexual Minority Parents

Both cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have found few, if any, signifi-

cant differences in psychological and behavior adjustment of adopted chil-

dren as a function of parents’ sexual orientation (see Farr et al., 2020, for

a review). An exception to this pattern was reported in a UK study by

Golombok et al. (2014) focusing on adopted children aged 3–9 years.

Parent ratings of externalizing symptoms, but not internalizing symptoms,

were higher in children of heterosexual parents than gay or lesbian parents.

No group differences were found for teacher ratings of adjustment. A follow-

up study of the same sample, when the children were between 10 and 14 years,

found no differences in children’s psychological adjustment as a function of

parents’ sexual orientation (McConnachie et al., 2021). Although parents’

sexual orientation was generally unrelated to adopted children’s adjustment in

these studies, several parent variables were significantly associated with

patterns of adjustment for all family types, including quality of parenting,

parents’ mental health, parental stress, and couple conflict (Farr, 2017;

Goldberg & Smith, 2013; McConnachie et al., 2021). These results reinforce

research suggesting that family structure is less important for children’s

well-being than family processes (Golombok, 2015).

Gender development has also been studied for children adopted by sexual

minority parents. Using both parent-report and observational data, Farr et al.
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(2018) found no substantive differences in gender-related play and activities as

a function of parents’ sexual orientation. In contrast, Goldberg and Garcia

(2016) reported less gender-stereotyped play in children of sexual minority

parents compared to children of heterosexual parents, which could be due to

more flexible attitudes about gender activities among sexual minority parents.

Finally, few substantive differences have been found in quality of parenting and

couple relationships between sexual minority parents and their heterosexual

counterparts (Farr et al., 2020).

In summary, despite the resistance to adoption by sexual minority adults,

which continues to exist in many countries, research suggests these individuals

are highly motivated to rear adopted children, including those with special

needs and who are racial minorities. As a result, these individuals should be

viewed as valuable parenting resources for the thousands of children who

continue to wait for family permanency through adoption.

7 Postadoption Family Needs, Supports, and Services

Given the greater numbers of older, ethnic and racial minority, and special needs

children being placed for adoption today, as well as more children having

contact with birth family members, there is a critical need for comprehensive

preadoption parent preparation and assessment (Beesley, 2020; Brodzinsky,

2008; Lee et al., 2018) and well developed and accessible postadoption services

and supports for all family members (Lee et al., 2020; Merritt & Ludeke, 2020).

Moreover, because adoption is a lifelong journey, the need for postadoption

services and support goes beyond those that are provided to families soon after

adoptive placement, or even those that are available during the child’s develop-

ing years. Indeed, the need for services and support appears to increase over

time (Wind et al., 2007). In addition, research on adoption disruption and

breakdown has consistently shown that readily available services and support

for adoptive families are crucial for ensuring the stability of adoptive place-

ments (Palacios, Rolock, et al., 2019). In this section, we explore issues related

to the different types of postadoption needs manifested by family members, the

support and services that are commonly available and utilized by them, the

barriers to accessing the services, and the effectiveness of these services,

especially parenting interventions, for meeting the needs of adoptive parents

in rearing their children.

7.1 Types of Postadoption Services and Support

There are many types of services and support available to adoptive parents and

their children (Merritt & Ludeke, 2020; Penner, 2023), with types and availability
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differing by country or even by state or region within countries. Some services

focus primarily on providing emotional support to family members (e.g., parent

and child support groups, individual and family counseling); others are more

informational or skill building in nature (e.g., online adoptive parent courses,

parent education classes, referral hotlines and information networks, academic

tutoring for children); some focus on advocacy training for parents with service

providers, schools, and other professionals who do not adequately understand the

child’s or family’s needs; still others focus on stabilizing families during a crisis

(e.g., crisis counseling, parent respite care). Finally, depending on the type of

adoption and where it takes place, other support provides families with access to

adoption subsidies offered by child welfare agencies that pay for medical and

mental health care for children, out-of-pocket childcare expenses, and/or home

modifications and vehicle equipment to support special needs children.

Postadoption services and support are invaluable for meeting the needs of

adopted children and their parents. Use of postadoption services is associated

with decreased emotional and behavioral problems in children and more effect-

ive and satisfactory parenting as well as decreased likelihood of adoption

instability or breakdown (Palacios, Rolock, et al., 2019; Smith & Howard,

1999). Although efforts to assess the effectiveness of postadoption services

have been hampered by a lack of rigorous methodology and the heterogeneity of

services offered to adoptive families (Penner, 2023), overall there is general

agreement that adoptive families benefit from them.

Where they exist, adoption subsidies, as one key form of postadoption

support, have had a profound effect on adoptive families, especially those

adopting children from foster care. In the past, foster children too often lingered

in care, without the benefit of a permanent family, undermining their emotional

well-being compared to those who were adopted (Hjern et al., 2019). To meet

the needs of these vulnerable children, the US Congress in 1980 passed a law

that, for the first time, created a program of financial and medical assistance that

helped promote adoption from foster care, reduced the financial burden of

adoption, and allowed parents to meet the needs of children adopted from

state care. The success of the adoption subsidy program can be seen in the

large number of US children adopted from foster care since the passage of this

legislation. Since 2010, over 50,000 children have been adopted from foster

care each year.2 Moreover, higher adoption subsidies have been associated with

more stable adoption placements (Barth & Berry, 1990).

One aspect of postadoption support that has not received sufficient attention

is parent self-care. Rearing adopted children can be extremely challenging,

2 www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/research-data-technology/statistics-research/afcars.
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especially for those individuals whose children are older at the time of place-

ment and/or have significant medical, psychological, or educational special

needs. High levels of stress and feelings of isolation are common among these

parents (Atkinson & Gonet, 2007), especially when they do not have access to

postadoption support (Santos-Nunes et al., 2018). Child welfare and mental

health professionals clearly need to focus more on providing adoptive and foster

families with strategies for stress reduction and health promotion, especially for

those who are rearing special needs children.

Despite the many types of postadoption support and services available,

adoptive parents often have difficulty accessing them or simply do not use

them. In many cases, parents do not know what services are available to them or

which ones they are eligible for (Dhami et al., 2007). Furthermore, those living

in small towns or in rural areas may find that the services are not provided

locally. In other cases, parents cannot afford the services, especially those

provided by private agencies or mental health professionals. In other cases,

parents may be reluctant to utilize postadoption services, believing that doing so

reflects some level of failure on their part. A key factor in postadoption service

use by adoptive parents is effective preadoption preparation (Brodzinsky, 2008;

Wind et al., 2007). Those preparing and counseling adoptive parents must

ensure that the message to their clients is that help-seeking, when it is needed,

is a sign of strength and not an indication of parenting failure.

In short, there is a wide range of postadoption services available for adoptive

families and clear evidence that the availability and utilization of these services

benefit all family members, foster greater family cohesion, and support adop-

tion stability (Penner, 2023). Despite this fact, too many families do not have

access to these services or in some cases are reluctant to utilize them. Adoption

professionals must make greater efforts to address these issues to support these

vulnerable families, preventing adoption instability and breakdown (Palacios,

Rolock, et al., 2019).

7.2 Factors Associated with Postadoption Needs and Service Use

Postadoption service and support needs are associated with many factors. Lee

et al. (2020) highlighted characteristics associated with adoption type, as well as

child and parent characteristics, that are linked to the adoptive family’s post-

adoption needs and service use.

The child’s pathway to adoption results in different types of postadoption

needs. For example, in countries where domestic private agencies exist, like in

the United States, children placed from foster care and from other countries are

more likely to experience early adversities and traumas, as well as be older at the
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time of placement, than children placed from such agencies (Howard et al.,

2004). These types of circumstances increase the risks for mental health and

behavioral problems as well as difficulties adjusting to an adoptive placement.

Helping parents understand the impact of preadoption adversity on their chil-

dren, as well as the best strategies to support their children’s recovery from

traumatic experiences, is an important part of adoptive parent preparation and

postadoption interventions to support placement stability and the well-being of

all family members.

As discussed in Section 6.1, open adoptions involving some level of post-

placement contact between adoptive and birth families are increasingly com-

mon in many countries. Adoptive parents are often unsure about the benefits and

risks associated with open adoptions, especially when their children have

experienced adversities at the hands of birth family members, and, conse-

quently, sometimes find it useful to consult with adoption professionals regard-

ing strategies for navigating the additional challenges associated with open

adoption arrangements.

A variety of characteristics associated with children have also been linked to

postadoption service needs. Children who experienced significant preplace-

ment deprivation, abuse, and other traumas often enter their adoptive families

with medical problems, such as growth deficiencies, neurological complica-

tions, precocious puberty, and developmental delays (Mason et al., 2014).

These health difficulties can be daunting for adoptive parents and require the

support of medical professionals, especially those well versed in the complica-

tions associated with preadoption life adversities. Many of these children also

have learning challenges, requiring special education services, as well as

psychological and behavioral problems that benefit from skilled mental health

clinicians, especially those who are adoption clinically competent (Atkinson,

2020). Because children who are older at the time of placement typically have

experienced more preadoption adversity, parents considering adopting these

youngsters must be prepared for the probability of greater postplacement

support needs. Children’s current age is also a factor in postadoption service

needs and use. As children get older, their developmental needs often become

more complicated. The average child age at which parents first seek help is 12

years, suggesting that the transition to adolescence is a period of increased

challenge for parents (Waid & Alewine, 2018), as research on adoption break-

down also shows (Palacios, Rolock, et al., 2019). In Western countries, many

domestic and intercountry adoptions involve children placed across ethnic,

racial, and cultural lines. These types of adoptions can present parents and

their children with many challenges. As previously discussed, parents often

need counseling and guidance for understanding different ethnic, racial, and
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cultural socialization strategies for their children as a means for supporting

positive self-esteem and identity, as well as helping children cope with ethnic,

racial, and cultural discrimination (Pinderhughes & Brodzinsky, 2019).

Parent demographics have also been linked to postadoption service needs and

use. Higher levels of family income and parent education are associated with

greater help-seeking (Zima et al., 2000), whereas lower education is linked to

greater unmet service needs (Zwaanswijk et al., 2006). Finally, sexual minority

parents who adopt children also benefit from postadoption supports related to

helping their children understand and adjust to having same-sex parents and

developing coping strategies to deal with homophobic comments and behavior

by others (Battalen et al., 2019).

7.3 Parenting Interventions Addressing Postadoption Problems

Given that a sizable percentage of adoptions today involve children with

adverse histories that result in difficulties in adjusting to their adoptive family,

including trauma symptoms and complications in forming secure parent-child

attachments, there has been significant efforts by professionals to develop

clinical interventions to help adoptive and foster parents become more sensitive

and competent caregivers and to facilitate more secure parent-child attachments

and healthier child outcomes (Rushton &Monck, 2009; Waterman et al., 2018).

A meta-analytic review of parenting interventions in adoption and foster care

was reported by Schoemaker et al. (2020). A wide range of intervention

programs and methodologies was represented in these studies. Eight meta-

analyses were performed to assess the effectiveness of parenting interventions

on four parent outcomes (i.e., sensitive parenting; dysfunctional discipline;

parents’ knowledge and attitudes about their child; parenting stress), one place-

ment outcome (stability versus disruption), and three child outcomes (i.e.,

attachment security; behavior problems; diurnal cortisol levels). Effectiveness

of parenting interventions varied for different outcome measures.

Parenting interventions were effective for all four parent outcome measures,

significantly improving sensitive parenting and parents’ knowledge and atti-

tudes about their child, and reducing dysfunctional discipline strategies and

parenting stress, compared to the control group. Only interventions targeting

sensitive parenting, however, yielded a large effect size. Improvements in

sensitive parenting were greater for individuals rearing children with challen-

ging behavior problems compared to those whose children manifested fewer

difficulties. In addition, group interventions resulted in greater improvement in

sensitive parenting than individual interventions, suggesting that parents benefit

more from going through such interventions with other adoptive and/or foster
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parents than from receiving them alone. This finding is consistent with other

research indicating that group support from other adoptive parents is a valuable

postadoption experience, fostering more effective parenting strategies, reduced

stress (Viana & Welsh, 2010), and diminished likelihood of adoption dissol-

ution (Hartinger-Saunders et al., 2015).

Parenting interventions did not impact placement disruption rates, although the

influence of interventions on this outcome may not be a direct one. According to

the authors, these interventions likely have an indirect effect on placement

stability through their influence on parenting and child outcomes. As parenting

quality improves and children’s behavior becomes less challenging, placement

disruption is likely to be reduced. Because it takes time for parent and child

outcomes to improve through interventions, the impact on placement stability can

be expected to be delayed beyond the intervention time frames used in the studies.

Meta-analyses of parenting interventions on child outcome data found

a positive effect for reducing children’s behavior problems, but not for improving

their attachment security or impacting their diurnal cortisol levels. According to

Shoemaker et al. (2020), the impact of parenting interventions on child outcomes

is also likely indirect and results from changes in parenting behaviors, knowledge

and attitudes, and stress level that interact with children’s behavior. Because most

of the parenting interventions in the studies reviewed occurred over relatively

short time periods (four months, on average), changes in parenting outcomesmay

not have had a chance to impact child outcomes over this period.

Shoemaker et al. (2020) also suggested that the heterogeneity of the interven-

tion strategies represented across the studies may have obscured specific types of

interventions that are effective in changing specific child outcomes. Their con-

clusion is supported by research that was specifically designed to address chil-

dren’s attachment problems. For example, Zeegers et al. (2020) examined the

impact of enhancing adoptive parents’ sensitivity and mind-mindedness on

children’s attachment security, behavior problems, and parenting stress, charac-

teristics that in past research were shown to be significantly associated with

variations in children’s attachment security, socio-emotional development, and/

or behavior problems (Colonnesi et al., 2019; Zeegers et al., 2018). In the study,

the Basic Trust video feedback intervention model (see Colonnesi et al., 2013)

was employed with fifty-three Dutch adoptive families with internationally

adopted children, ages 2–12 years. Pretest, posttest, and 6-month follow-up

assessments were conducted. The intervention was associated with significant

improvement in fathers’ and mothers’mind-mindedness, from pretest to posttest,

and their sensitivity, from pretest to the 6-month follow-up. Improvement in

mind-mindedness preceded improvement in sensitivity, suggesting that the inter-

vention first changed parents’ cognitions and perceptions of the child, after which
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changes in their behavior took place (i.e., sensitive responding). In addition, the

intervention was associated with a positive impact on children’s outcome meas-

ures, resulting in fewer child behavior problems and insecure and disorganized

attachment at both the posttest and follow-up assessments.

The point noted above by Shoemaker et al. (2020) is also supported by video-

feedback research aimed at fostering parental sensitive responding to children

using the Positive Parenting and Sensitive Discipline (VIPP-SD) intervention

(Juffer et al., 2008). A recent meta-analysis of twenty-five randomized con-

trolled trials (RCTs) using VIPP-SD interventions, involving more than 2,000

parents and caregivers from a wide range of families, including two studies

focusing on adoptive families and two on foster families, showed significant

promotion of sensitive parenting behavior and attitudes, as well as increased

security in child–parent attachment, but no reduction of children’s externalizing

behavior (van IJzendoorn et al., 2023). According to the authors, the failure of

VIPP-SD to impact children’s externalizing behavior is likely the result of their

greater distal relationship compared to the more proximal relationship between

the intervention and parenting behavior. In short, it simply takes more time for

the VIPP-SD intervention to impact children’s behavior.

It is clear that postadoption parenting interventions are a valuable resource for

adoptive families, improving their parenting sensitivity, knowledge, and skills

that facilitate better adjustment for children andmore stable adoption placements.

When professionals are not only skilled clinicians, experienced in working with

traumatized and attachment impaired children, but also knowledgeable about the

vicissitudes of adoption, they are able to support parents in helping their children

recover from preadoption adversity and support them in managing the normative

challenges of adoptive family life, such as talking with children about adoption,

supporting their curiosity about their origins, and, for some, supporting contact

with the birth family. Clinicians with these skills are considered to be adoption

clinically competent (Atkinson, 2020; Riley & Singer, 2020).

8 Conclusions and Future Directions for Research, Practice,
and Policy

There has been enormous progress made by adoption researchers in their

attempts to disentangle the many complexities of adoptive family life as well

as the lived experiences of being adopted. In the wake of our previous review of

adoption research (Palacios & Brodzinsky, 2010), the current one highlights

significant advances in research interests, theories, methods, and findings. Our

understanding of adopted children, their life trajectories, and their families is

completer and more integrative than ever before.
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Research findings summarized in this Element are of clear interest for all those

interested in adoption, but they also inform our understanding of human devel-

opment through the very special circumstances associated with adoption, includ-

ing: (a) separation of genetic and rearing influences; (b) the sharp discontinuity

between early adverse life circumstances and the postadoption rearing environ-

ment; (c) development outside of the traditional biological family; and (d) the

complexities in identity development. For example, adoption research has con-

tributed to an understanding of how environmental circumstances moderate the

impact of genetic influences on developmental trajectories (Reiss et al., 2023); it

has contributed to a better awareness of the impact of early adversity and trauma

on children’s behavior and adjustment, as well as conditions that facilitate or

hinder recovery from previous life difficulties (Brodzinsky et al., 2022; van

IJzendoorn & Juffer, 2006); it has supported the views that children are not

inherently disadvantaged when they are reared outside of their biological family

and that family processes, such as quality of parenting, are more important for

their health and well-being than family structure (Golombok, 2015); and it has

fostered a better understanding of the complexities of identity development

among individuals growing up in diverse family constellations and those sub-

jected to minority group stigma and bias (Grotevant & Von Korff, 2011; Sue,

2010). Adoption researchers are encouraged to reflect on the implications of their

findings not only for adoption, but also for the broader issues addressed in

developmental science.

Just as we do not have a unified theory of human development, there is also

no unified theory of adoption adjustment. In both cases, the domains and

subdomains involved are too numerous, too complex, and too diverse to be

captured by a single theory. However, integrative efforts inspired by such

inclusive approaches as the bioecological model (Palacios, 2009) and the

specificity principle of adoption (Bornstein & Suwalsky, 2021) are promising

frameworks for understanding the many pieces of the puzzle that compose

adoption adjustment. Hopefully, future scholars will build on these and other

efforts to develop more integrative approaches to adoption theory and research.

The emergence of a greater number of longitudinal studies, some focusing on

domestic adoption (Grotevant et al., 2017; Nadeem et al., 2017; Paine et al.,

2021; Reiss et al., 2023) and others on intercountry adoption (Román et al.,

2022; Sonuga-Barke et al., 2017) has contributed a rich source of knowledge

about the lived experiences of adoptees and the dynamics of adoptive family

life. Importantly, they have provided valuable information about the way

adoption influences the person and the family over time, including the transac-

tional relation between children and their parents. In some cases, these studies

have incorporated a transdisciplinary approach, integrating theories and
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methods from different academic fields (e.g., genetic, neuroscience, psych-

ology, social work), which further enriches our understanding of the complex-

ities and nuances of adoption. We believe that the community of adoption

researchers coming from different disciplinary domains is a key component to

ensure a more comprehensive and integrated picture of adoption.

Another important change in adoption research is the frequent use of meta-

analyses to examine patterns of findings across numerous studies assessing

different areas of adoption adjustment (Askeland et al., 2017; Juffer & van

IJzendoorn, 2005; Lionetti et al., 2015; Scott et al., 2011; van IJzendoorn &

Juffer, 2006) and adoptive parenting (Schoemaker et al., 2020). Although not

without its own limitations, meta-analysis provides an integrative perspective of

relations between target variables and avoids some of the methodological

limitations inherent in any individual study. Similar to our previous analysis

of adoption research trends, topics, and findings (Palacios & Brodzinsky, 2010),

there have also been recent efforts to provide critical and integrative reviews of

different topics related to adoption adjustment such as disciplinary origins,

methodological approaches, and theories used in addressing adoption issues

(Séguin-Baril & Saint-Jacques, 2023), links between attachment and trauma

(Fonagy et al., 2023), postadoption adjustment factors (Duncan et al., 2021),

and postadoption services (Penner, 2023). Meta-analyses provide useful quan-

titative information about patterns of adoption adjustment, but review articles

are more useful for their contextual analysis of research findings and theoretical

concepts, their ability to reveal gaps in existing literature, and their value in

pointing out implications of existing research for future empirical investiga-

tions, as well as for adoption policy and practice.

Bornstein and Suwalsky’s (2021) introduction of the specificity principle of

adoption also has implications for important methodological lessons for

researchers. For example, researchers sometimes use subject samples that are

heterogeneous with regard to potentially relevant child or parent characteristics

(e.g., children’s age, race, and age at adoption; parents’ socioeconomic status)

or adoption experiences (e.g., contact experiences with birth family) and fail to

acknowledge that the results of the study may not generalize to subgroups

within their sample (e.g., the results may be valid for those who have contact

with birth family but not for those without such contact). Similarly, methods of

data collection must be considered in drawing conclusions about the research

findings. For example, data collected from one specific source (e.g., parents)

may lead to different conclusions than data collected from a different source

(e.g., children or teachers), and specific methods of data collection (e.g., self-

report questionnaires) may lead to different conclusions than other types of data

(e.g., observations of research participants). In short, the specificity principle of
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adoption emphasizes that conclusions drawn from research must consider

numerous adoption specificities related to, among other factors, the pathway

to adoption, where and when the adoption occurs, the experiences encountered

prior to and during the adoption, the sociodemographics of participants, the

various processes that potentially moderate the experience of adoption for all

individuals involved, and the methods of data collection. Future researchers are

encouraged to consider the implication of the specificity principle in designing

and implementing their studies, and in the conclusions and implications drawn

from their findings.

If adoption was once seen through rose-colored glasses, as an easy solution

for the plight of vulnerable children whose biological parents could not or

would not provide for them, the findings reported in this Element show

a more complex reality. Even when the experience of adoption is successful

and satisfactory for family members (which happens in most, but not all cases),

adopted children and their parents are usually confronted with significant

challenges in the face of children’s efforts, with parental support, to recover

from past adversities and in their attempts to construct a healthy, well-integrated

personal and social identity. The experience of individuals touched by adoption

and the research findings summarized here have made us more aware of the

many complexities and challenges involved in achieving these important devel-

opmental tasks. In short, not minimizing adoption difficulties is as important as

not pathologizing adoption.

In the face of the magnitude and complexity of the difficulties faced by many

adoptive families, models of preventive and therapeutic interventions are crit-

ically important. Superficial and sporadic professional interventions, provided

by child welfare workers or mental health professionals who are inadequately

trained to address the difficulties faced by adoptive family members, are simply

unacceptable. There is growing recognition among adoption scholars of the

need for evidence-based interventions and support, provided by adoption-

competent professionals who understand and can help resolve the specific

problems of adopted persons and their families (Atkinson, 2020; Brodzinsky,

2013; Riley & Singer, 2020). Professional interventions (e.g., preadoption

parent preparation; adoption suitability assessment; postadoption clinical, edu-

cative, and advocacy support) need to be tailored to the new realities of

adoption, guided by the wealth of knowledge from adoption research and

developmental science, and with an appreciation for the many specificities

that characterize the adoption experience (Bornstein & Suwalsky, 2021). To

serve the needs of those involved, readily available and cost-effective quality

interventions must be offered. In addition, new possibilities have emerged for

professionally guided support through live, online consultations with adoption
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clinical experts, adoptive parent education courses, and adoption-related webi-

nars, as well as archived material on adoption. Online adoptive parent groups

also provide a source of practical information and emotional support for

parents. These new opportunities make training and support available for

most adoptive families, regardless of where they live.

In terms of implications for policy, adoption numbers are on the decline in

many countries. This is good news if it implies that more children are now

finding their rights and needs met in their birth families, communities, and

countries, which is the primary goal of protective services for children at risk.

However, it is not good news if it implies that children who should be separated

from their birth families because of chronic neglect, abuse, or other dangerous

conditions, remain in unacceptable or unstable circumstances during childhood,

and then confront an unsupported and difficult transition to adulthood and

independence. Although birth family stabilization and family reunification

efforts are always, and should be, the priority in child welfare, better efforts

must be made to ensure that children do not linger unnecessarily in homes or

group residences where their current and long-term essential physical, psycho-

logical, and emotional health are at risk.

Traditional adoption of young infants with no history of significant early

adversity is declining in most countries, and even where it still exists, the number

of infant placements remains relatively low compared to the past. Intercountry

adoptions are also declining. Meanwhile, other forms of adoption remain quite

prevalent or are on the rise (e.g., foster care adoptions; open adoptions; adoptions

by sexual minority adults) and offer the promise of legal, residential, and rela-

tional permanence for children in need (Palacios, Adroher, et al., 2019). Adoption

is an important turning point that changes the life of adopted persons and their

families. Research provides the knowledge base to ensure that theway adoption is

practiced at the levels of policy, professional intervention, and family life

responds to the complex needs of all those involved to ensure them a healthy,

positive personal and social adjustment and development.

Adoption policy and practice must respect international treaties, domestic

legislation, and other legal and ethical standards and rules to ensure that they

are conducted within a strict rights and ethics framework. Adoption should only

become children’s permanency plan if it serves their immediate and long-term

interests and is lawfully decided on a case-by-case basis, as discussed in Palacios,

Adroher, et al. (2019). Adoption is rightly criticized when it is not child-centered

and when any malpractice in decision-making or procedures is involved. But if it

respects all international and national rules and guarantees, adoption may be one

of the best alternatives for children who need a family for life.
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