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Adoptive Parents' Perceptions of, and
Comfort with, Open Adoption
MARIANNE BERRY

Open adaption is becoming a cotnman element of
preparation for and ongoing services in infant and
special-needs adoptions. This article discusses the results
of a recent survey of 1,268 adoptive parents (1,396
adoptions) in California, in which questions were asked
concerning openness and ongoing contact with biological
parents. Postplacement contact with biological parents
was common In this sample, and adoptive parents seemed
cautiously comfortable with contact,
with some exceptions.

Open adoption refers to both the practice of preplacement sharing of information and contact between biological and adoptive parents of a specific
child, and continued sharing and contact over the child's life. Given the recent
increase in independent adoptions as an avenue to adoption [Bachrach et al.
1990], and the growing interest of adoption professionals in open adoptions
INASW News 1986], openness can be expected to be a large pan of adoption
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practice in the near future. The number of open independent adoptions is
increasing, and more and more agencies are incorporating forms of openness
into their policies.
Most adoption policy regarding openness concerns the sharing of identifying
information about the biological parents. In many states, adoptive parents
must be given nonidentifying information about the adoptee and biological
parents, such as the adoptee's date and place of birth; age of the biological
parents and a description of their physical appearance, race, ethnicity, and
religion; medical history of the biological parents and the adoptee; circumstances leading to placement; age and sex of biological siblings; and education
and occupation of the biological parents IHollinger 1990: 13]. In California,
"this report is to be prepared by the agency which places the child, or in the
case of independent placements, by the state Department of Social Services
or designated county agency" IHollinger 1990: 13]. There is no specific
liability in California or other states for failure to disclose this information.
In 1988, however, California courts ruled that this exemption from liability
does not provide immunity from intentional misrepresentation IHollinger 1990].
In 1986, the Ohio Supreme Court, in Burr vs. Siark County Board of Commons, awarded adoptive parents $125,000 in damages when they sued the
agency for deliberately concealing information about their adopted son's inherited life-threaten ing medical conditions IHollinger 1990: 19].
Policy is less clear regarding identifying information and contact between
biological and adoptive parents, either before or after placement of the child.
Independent adoptions, which are handled by an adoption attorney or center,
have become an avenue for biological parents to achieve more openness and
control in adoptive placement. Some biological parents may choose an independent adoption precisely because of the openness option: they are more
likely to choose and talk to the adoptive parents IShwartz 1985]. Other biological parents may feel more protected in agency adoptions, whether open
or confidential. Similarly, adoptive parents may agree to an open adoption
because they believe it best for themselves and the child, or because they feel
they have few options in an increasingly competitive adoption market.
Adoption agencies are feeling the effects of this competition as well, and
are incorporating more aspects of openness into agency adoptions. In both
independent and agency adoptions, it is not uncommon for biological and
adoptive parents to meet prior to placement, and for both parties to reach an
openness agreement for some form of continuing contact. Once an adoption
is legalized, however, biological relatives relinquish all rights to any contact
or role in the child's life. As of now. biological parents have no legal basis
for enforcing an openness agreement. No legal decisions have been made
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concerning agreements on visiting in nonrelated adoptions. There are plans
at the time of writing lor a bill to be introduced in Califomia to provide legal
protections to biological parents in the enforcement of preplacement openness
agreements [Silber 1991].
Correlates of Comfort wUh Openness
Openness in formal adoptions is a relatively new development and research
on the topic is in its infancy. Most research on openness has involved interviews with a small number of adoptive parents, usually those with adoptive
infants, and findings reflect this in the degree of knowledge gained about
adoptive parents' feelings, in contrast to the feelings of biological parents or
adopted children. Most of these studies find that adoptive parents are uneasy
about open adoption, but gain in comfort over time.
Belbas 11986] interviewed adoptive parents in 12 open adoptions of infants
and found that the more frequent and direct the contacts were, the less the
adoptive parents worried about not being the child's real parents or not feeling
entitled to the child. Adoptive parents who had letter-only contact were those
who worried most about the biological parents wanting or taking the child
back. The adoptive parents said that they at first felt that openness was
demanded rather than offered by the adoption agency, and that they felt
refusing would jeopardize their chances of adopting. These adoptive parents
continued contact, however, as a benefit to either the biological parents or
the child. Those in continuing open adoptions were also those who were
personally chosen by the biological mother to adopt the child, so they often
felt reassured by a positive relationship between themselves and the biological
mother.
McRoy and colleagues ]McRoy and Grotevant 1988; McRoy et al. I988|
interviewed biological and adoptive parents in 17 adoptions and found the
same relationship between openness and a sense of entitlement. The more
open the adoption, the more comfortable the adoptive parents felt with openness. Adoptive parents were generally satisfied with the amount of contact
they practiced, but biological mothers (only mothers were interviewed) at all
levels of openness generally wanted more. Adoptive parents in open adoptions
expressed some concem about the maturity of biological mothers and the
amount of time and energy that contact with them demanded, but continued
to practice openness because they felt that openness was in the best interests
of the children.
Openness takes on a different meaning in many older-child adoptions,
because the adoptive parents may have also been the child's foster parents,
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and met the biological parents in the course of parental visits with the child
while in foster care. Openness can also be stressful in these older-child adoptions. Partridge et al. 11986] found that 14% of the disruptions in their study
of older-child adoptions were attributed by adoptive parents to difficulties
arising from the ongoing relationship between the child and his or her biological parent. Barth and Berry [1988] found that a sense of control was a
factor in the extent to which adoptive parents found contacts between children
and biological parents helpful. In their study of 120 Califomian families who
adopted children at age three or older, 79% of the adoptions involved contact
between the child and former caregivers: 42% with foster parents, 27% with
biological parents, 32% with biological siblings, and 27% with other relatives.
Only 38% of the adoptive parents thought these contacts were helpful, but
77% of those who found them helpful were those who said they had complete
control over the contacts. Conversely, the more control the adoptive parents
had, the less frequent was contact. A large proportion (28%) of those adoptive
parents who did not find the contacts helpful at all said they had no control
over them.
Openness is also a concem in transracial adoptions in relation to the child's
cultural and ethnic identity. Adoption researchers and practitioners emphasize
the importance of access to same-race role models and peers for transracially
adopted children [McRoy 1991]. Access can include living in a culturally
diverse community, enrollment in an integrated school, or other day-to-day
exposure. Contact with biological relatives can be another form of support
for transracially adopted children, but it is unknown to what extent transracially adoptive parents embrace it.
This article discusses the results of a survey of the adoptive parents of
1,396 children placed for adoption in 1988 to 1989 in Califomia, regarding
their feelings about and practice of openness in adoption. This is a relatively
large sample compared with most research on open adoption. Researchers
hoped to leam about correlates of openness in adoption and predictors of
comfort with openness. This survey is the first wave in a prospective study
of agency, independent, and intemational adoptions in Califomia; the study
team will contact families periodically over the next 18 years as the adopted
children and their families develop. In this first wave of the study, the emphasis
was on getting descriptive data on the extent of, and perceptions regarding,
openness. Future data collection will focus more on evolving family relationships and the impact of openness on those relationships.
The findings of this study are the result of a survey questionnaire mailed
to adoptive parents who filed for adoptive placement in Califomia in 1988
and 1989. Additional background data from state adoption files supplement
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this data, when available. The sampling procedure and measures are described
below.
Sample and Data Collection
The adoptive parents of 2,589 children placed for adoption in Califomia from
July 1988 through June 1989 were asked to participate in a longitudinal study
of adoptions. They were told that participation would involve being contacted
about once every three to five years by mail or in person, and asked about
various aspects of the life of the child and family. A total of 2,238 families
(86%) agreed to participate in this study: 1,966(88%) were public agency
adoptions (which include independent adoptions because they require public
review) and 272 (12%) were private not-for-profit agency adoptions. Of the
total, 35% were independent (that is, the adoption was initiated without an
agency), and 48% were via an agency; the remainder were intemational
adoptions.
Questionnaires were mailed to 2,058 of these 2,238 families in mid-May
of 1990 (those who had complete address infonnation), and 1,268 families
retumed questionnaires by the end of December 1990, for a 62% response
rate. Fifteen percent of these families (186) had adopted more than one child
during the survey's time frame; participating families received one questionnaire for each child placed for adoption from July 1988 to June 1989. ("Placed
for adoption" refers to the legal status of the child: a foster child who had
been in the home for several years and became an adoptive child between
July 1988 and June 1989 would thus be included in the sample). A total of
1,396 questionnaires from the 1,268 families were completed and retumed.
A total of 75 of these children were in intemational adoptions. For purposes
of this analysis, the intemational adoptions were excluded, since contact and
sharing are materially different in these adoptions.
The mean age of the adoptive parents when they adopted was the mid-30s,
with an annual income of $44,000 (agency adoptions) to $60,000 (independent
adoptions). The majority of adoptive parents had a college education. The
mean cost of the adoption for independent adopters was $5,394 (including
all costs), and for private agency adopters, $4,429; for public agency adopters,
the mean cost was $1,810.
The mean age of the biological mothers at the birth of the child was the
early 20s, and 22% had more than a high school education. Among independent adoptions, 94% of the biological mothers had voluntarily relinquished
their children, while among agency adoptions, 47% had had court-ordered
termination of parental rights.
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Compared to the total sample of children placed for adoption in the state
during the same time period {State of California 1990), this sample overrepresents independent adoptions and adoptions by relatives, and underrepresents African American children and private agency adoptions. The adoptive
parents in this sample have, on average, annual incomes of $5,000 above
(agency adoptions) to $10,000 above {independent adoptions) the mean income of all adoptive parents in the state.
Background Information
Case identification numbers were matched with state data files to provide
background and demographic information on each of the adoptive families,
including those families who did not wish to answer the questionnaire. This
information was collected in an interview with social workers and covered
the characteristics of the adopted child(ren), the biological parents, and the
adoptive parents, with extra information about the adoption such as the type
of adoption, whether a subsidy was provided, whether the adoptive parents
were also the foster parents, and whether the child(ren) had any special
conditions or needs.
Measures
In the mailed questionnaire, adoptive parents were asked a multitude of questions about the child and the adoptive family. These questions were grouped
into the following categories: child and adoptive parent information (health
status, problems, demographics), adoptive family constellation and support,
the decision to adopt, knowledge of child's background, knowledge of biological family, the adoption process, child's placement {including services
and preparation), child's school performance (if of school-age), adoptive
family's lifestyle and rules (as measured by the HOME, a standardized instrument), a child behavior problem inventory {another standardized instrument), foster parent adoptions, intercountry adoptions, postplacement services,
satisfaction with the adoption, and comparison of the actual adoption experience with expectations.
Behavior Problem Inventory
This inventory is a 28-item checklist of child behavior problems used in the
National Longitudinal Study of Youth 1 Baker and Mott 1989] and modified
from the Achenbach Child Behavior Checklist |Acbenbach and Edelbrock
1981]. These 28 items form six dimensions of child behavior problem areas.

Marianne Berry

237

with emphasis on external, or acting-out, behaviors. This inventory produces
a summary behavior problem score, as well as scores on behavior dimensions.
The specific dimensions are antisocial, anxious/depressed, headstrong, hyperactive, immature dependency, and peer conflict/social withdrawal. Norms
are available for each age and gender group. Zill 11985] reports a test-retest
reliability at two weeks to be .63 for this instrument.
Openness
Concerning open adoption, the questionnaire asked adoptive parents what
options they were given about open or confidential adoption, who made the
decision about the extent of openness in the adoption, what their plans for
openness were, actual contact since placement, number and types of contact
that had taken place, who initiated contact, how comfortable they were with
sharing, whether they had met the biological parent, whether the adoptive
parents were present at the child's birth, how much control the adoptive parents
had over contact between the child and the biological parent, and what kind
of impact they expected openness to have on the child and on the adoptive
family. Because open adoption practices can take many forms and varying
degrees, all of these indicators were analyzed separately, rather than being
collapsed into a summary indicator of openness.
Comfort
If adoptive parents had any postplacement contact with the biological family,
they were asked "What types and forms of information were shared." and
•'How comfortable are you with sharing?" Possible responses to this second
question were: very comfortable, comfortable, somewhat uncomfortable, and
very uncomfortable. For purposes of bivariate analyses, this categorical variable was used, but in the discriminant analysis, comfort was reduced to a
dichotomous "yes" (including very comfortable and comfortable) and " n o "
{including somewhat and very uncomfortable) variable.
History of Mistreatment
This was a dicbotomous variable of 0 or 1, with 1 indicating that the adoptive
parents reported that the child had a history of any of the following: drug
exposure, fetal alcohol syndrome, physical abuse, sexual abuse, or neglect.
Among infants (those placed at less than one year of age), 27% bad such a
history: 24% were drug exposed, 2% had fetal alcohol syndrome, 3% had
been physically abused, 2% had been sexually abused, and 10% had a history
of neglect. Among children age one or older at placement, 82% had a history
of mistreatment or drug exposure: 43% had been drug exposed, 7% had fetal

238

CHILD WELFARE / Volume LXXH. Number 3 / May-June 1993

alcohol syndrome, 36% had been physically abused, 23% had been sexually
abused, and 65% had a history of neglect. The reader is cautioned that these
conditions are reported by adoptive parents, without verification or information about their source of the information. Because comfort with contact
with biological parents is probably related to adoptive parents' perceptions
about the biological parents, however, this questionable reliability is not
prohibitive.
Results
Demographic Characteristics of Adoptees in Confidential and
Open Adoptions
Adoptive families of boys and girls were equally likely to have post placement
contact, but girls were slightly more likely than boys ip < .10) to receive
gifts from a biological parent. Plans for contact and actual contact were more
likely in adoptions of children placed at younger ages (see table 1). Half of
the adoptive parents of infants (child placed at less than one year of age) had
met the biological parent prior to placement, compared with 12% of those
adopting children aged one or over (p < .001). Similarly, two-thirds of the
infant adopters had postplacement contact of any form, compared with onethird of the other adopters (p < .001). Overall, 76% of the infant adopters
had met the biological parent, either before or after placement, and 45% of
the adoptive parents of older children had met the biological parent (p < .(X)l).
Openness was also more likely when the child was adopted by relatives, and
when he or she did not have a history of mistreatment.
Adoption Practices Regarding Information-Sharing and Contact with
Biological Parents
The 1,396 adoptions in this study took place under five different auspices:
state public adoption agencies (n = 580, 41.5%), state district adoption offices (n = 317, 22.7%), independent adoption attorneys and centers (n = 259,
18.6%), voluntary adoption agencies (n=151, 10.8%), and international
agencies and attorneys (n = 75, 5.4%). There are five state district offices
in California, and these agencies provide state adoption services to both public
agency and independent adoptions, with a majority of independent adoptions.
In many cases, the biological parents and adoptive parents have "found each
other," and then come to the district office to perform the home study and
receive preparation services in the adoption process. In this way, this population is very much like those found in independent adoptions, but formal
services and preparation are more like those for agency adoptions. Each of
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TABLE 1
Adoptions

Demographic Characteristics of Confldential and Open
Plan for Ongoing
Post-Placemenl
Contact *
Contact*
Percent of
Total
Yes
No
Had Contact No Contact
(n=1307} (n=667) (n = 640) (n=719)
(n = 588)

Characteristics of Adopted Child
Ethnicity of child
66
Caucasian
10
Latino
5
African American
Asian
1
1
Filipino
Native American
I
16
Other/mixed race
Age of child at placement
69
Under one year
23
One lo five years
7
Six to 10 years
I
11 to 15 years
46
History of abuse, drug exposure
Child adopted by relatives
9
10.7
Mean summary behavior score
Characteristics of Biological
Mother
22.9
Mean age at child's binh (years)
Education
6
8th grade or less
38
Some high school
34
High school graduate
19
Some college
3
College graduate
29
Selected child's adoptive family
Characteristics of Adoptive Parents
Ethnicity of adoptive parents
83
Caucasian
African American
4
Latino
3
I
Asian
X
Filipino
Native American
X
9
Other/mixed couple
$3723
Overall cost of adoption

71
6
2
I
1
18

59
15
8
1
1
0
16

71
6
3
I
1
1
18

59
17
8
1
0
0
15

81
15
4
0
32
12
9. 5

57
30
11
2
62
6
12.1

81
14
4
1
35
14
9.5

54
33
11
2
61
3
12.3

22. 1

23.8

22.1

24.0

3
33
38
23
3
40

9
43
30
15
3
19

3
36
38
20
3
39

9
40
30
18
3
IS

88
2
2

78
6
4
I
0

88
2
3

X

X

II
$2242

7
$4691

77
6
5
1
0
0
11
$1931

I

X

1
0
7
$4673

X
X

*AII differences between groups are significant at .001 significance level.
xLess than .5%
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these five populations is therefore somewhat different, with resulting differences in the practice of open adoption {see table 2).
Adoptions under public agency auspices: Just over half of the public agency
adoptions involved children age one or older at placement. Fifteen percent
involved children age six or over, with the oldest child age 15 at placement.
Two-thirds of the public agency children had a (adoptive parent-reported)
history of abuse, neglect, or drug exposure. Over half had been adopted by
their former foster parents, and 11 % were adopted by relatives. Twelve percent
of the adoptions by foster parents were also relative adoptions. One-fifth of
these adoptions were transracial (with the majority involving Caucasian parents (74%) adopting Latino, African American., or biracial children).
Regarding preplacement sharing of information, adoptive parents in adoptions by public agencies report the highest frequency of a lack of information
on biological parents—family medical history, history of mental illness, and
biological mother's prenatal care, for example—even though a high proportion of the adoptive parents said they knew the biological family before they
decided to adopt. Despite these information gaps, those adopting through
public agencies are just as likely as other families to feel well prepared for
the adoption (56% felt well prepared vs. 65% of the independent and 69%
of the private agency adopters, not a significant difference).
It could be argued that the public agencies lacked information on a greater
number of children because the children were older when adopted, and information about their birth history, prenatal care, and so on simply could not
be tracked down. In regard to the infants (children placed at less than one
year of age), public agencies provide information about a comparable proportion of children, except that concerning the mental health of parents and
the circumstances of delivery (p < .05).
Adoptive parents said that public agencies, as compared to other placement
auspices, were relatively unlikely to offer a meeting with the biological parents
prior to placement, continuing sharing of information with the biological
parents, or ongoing contact. Public agencies were more likely than other
adoptive placement auspices to offer contact with the child's siblings (24%)
and former foster parents (24%), although only to one-fourth of public agency
adopters. About one-fifth of the adopters met with the biological parents in
preparation ibr the adoption. When such meetings took place, adoptive parents
reported higher comfort levels with postplacement contact, a relationship that
was not present for adoptions completed under any other auspice.
When asked who made the final decision regarding the extent of contact
between adoptive and biological families, adopters who used public agencies
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were much more likely than other adopters to say that the agency or court
made the ultimate decision. Almost one-fifth of public agency adopters were
present at the birth of their adopted child. Although this incidence is much
lower than the incidence among independent and state district office adoptions,
this is still a high proportion, following the relatively recent era of completely
confidential adoption.
Relatively few public agency adopters planned to have postplacement contact with the biological parents. About two-thirds (63%) planned for no contact, and another 19% planned for relatively infrequent contact—one to three
contacts per year—^which could be in person, by phone, or by mail.
Among older child adoptions {children placed in the adoptive home when
three years of age or older), 61 % were adopted by their foster parents. Foster
parent adopters were no more likely than other adopters to plan for contact
(28% did), or to have contact with the biological parents (37% did). Foster
parent adopters were more likely to be uncomfortable about openness, however. Among public agency adoptions, 49% of the foster parent adopters were
uncomfortable with contact, compared with 34% of non-foster parents (p < .05).
Foster parent adopters were more likely to have a negative impression of the
biological parents {54% versus 18%. p < .001), and were also more likely
to say that contact would have a negative influence on the child (28% vs.
17%, p < .001).
About half of the public agency adopters had closed-as-planned adoptions,
and only 28% had open-as-planned adoptions. Almost one-fourth of the public
agency adopters had a change of plans about postplacement contact, with
14% having contact with biological parents, contrary to plans, and 9% having
no contact, although they had expected it. Among those practicing open
adoption under any auspice, public agency adopters were the most likely
group to have face-to-face contact. They also had fairly frequent contact, with
17% having contact at least weekly. Many said that the agency was the usual
initiator of contact. Public agency adopters were the least comfortable with
contact, with 41% uncomfortable. This probably reflects the large number of
foster-adoptive (legal risk) adoptions in California, where the foster parents
plan to adopt legally when parental rights are terminated.
Independent Adoptions: Independent adoptions are somewhat commonplace
in California, compared with many other states in the U.S. These can be
handled by adoption attorneys, without the usual preparatory services by
agency adoption social workers, but paperwork on the adoption is filed with
the state office, and the adoption goes through the same legal process as
agency adoptions. In this sample of 259 independent adoptions, 88% of the
children were placed at under one year of age; over two-thirds (69%) of the
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children were Caucasian, About one-fourth of the adoptees had a history of
abuse, neglect, or drug exposure, and 13% were placed transracially.
Independent adoptions primarily involve infants, and biological parents
maintain much control in the adoptive process. This is reflected in the information-sharing and contacts offered adoptive applicants from the beginning. Adoptive parents in independent adoptions are most likely to report
knowing the circumstances of delivery, the adequacy of the mother's prenatal
care, the family's medical history, and any history of mental illness or alcoholism in the family. In independent adoptions, adoptive parents who met
the biological parent prior to placement were significantly more likely to feel
well prepared for the adoption, in general. This relationship between meeting
the biological parent and feeling well prepared did not hold in adoption under
other auspices.
Despite the increased involvement of biological parents in independent
adoptions, adoptive parents in these adoptions were most likely to say that
they (the adoptive parents) made the ultimate decision about the extent of
openness in the adoption. They were also most likely to be present in the
delivery room when the baby was bom (27%).
Independent adopters were very likely to have open-as-planned adoptions
(59%), and were also likely to have surprise-open adoptions (contact when
they had not planned to have contact). They were least likely to have faceto-face contact, and were least likely to initiate any type of contact. The
biological parents were especially likely to send pictures and letters in independent adoptions. Adoptive parents' comfort with contact was especially
high among this group.
Adoptions under state district office auspices: Twenty percent of adoptees in
these eases were one year of age or older at placement, over three-fourths
(77%) were Caucasian, and 92% of the adoptive parents were Caucasian.
About one-third of the adopted children had a history of abuse, neglect, or
drug exposure.
Because district office adoptions can contain both independent-type and
agency adoptions, information-sharing and offers of contact for state district
office adoptions fall somewhere between levels reported for public agency
adoptions and independent adoptions. These parents were very likely to be
present at the birth of the child, and two-thirds planned for ongoing contact
with the biological parents. One-fourth of the adoptive parents planned for
weekly or more frequent contact.
Again, the adoptive parents in this group are much like independent adoptive parents, with many (61%) having open-as-planned adoptions and another
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11 % having surprise-open adoptions. Just over half of this group of adoptive
parents had face-to-face postplacement contact with the biological parents.
Comfort levels among this group of adopters was moderate, with 32% saying
they were uncomfortable with contact.
Private adoption agencies: In California, as in many states, private agencies
typically offer infant adoptions, but do place some older children, and offer
a range of preparatory services during the adoption process, A fairly small
number of private agency adoptions are represented in this sample; almost
all involve children younger than three when placed in the adoptive home.
Twenty percent of these adoptive parents had been the foster parents of the
adoptive child, and \5% of the adoptions were transracial. The biological
mother helped select the adoptive family in 62% of the adoptions.
Those adopting through a private agency were likely to report information
gaps about the biological parents in similar proportions to those in other
adoptions, usually falling between levels reported for public agencies and
independent adoptions. They were least likely to report knowing the smoking
or drug abuse habits of the biological mother, or whether the child was exposed
to drugs in utero.
Over three-fourths of the private agency adopters were offered a meeting
with the biological parents, 71% were offered continued sharing of information, and 68% were offered continued sharing with biological parents, the
highest levels of any group, although relatively few adoptive parents were
present at the birth of the child. Many were also offered contact with the
child's siblings or foster parents. This group was especially likely to say that
the biological parents make the ultimate decision about the extent of contact,
and had the highest proportion of families planning for postplacement contact,
although such contact was relatively infrequent.
Although over half of these families had open-as-planned adoptions, private
agency adopters were quite likely to have no contact when the plan had been
to have postplacement contact. They were the most likely to have mail-only
contact, rather than by phone or in person. They were especially likely to say
that they, the adoptive parents, initiate the contact and share pictures and
letters with biological parents. They express the most comfort with openness,
with only 14% expressing discomfort.
Open Adoption among Older Children and Those with
Histories of Abuse
As mentioned, among infant adoptions (children younger than one year of
age), 27% of the children had a history of mistreatment or drug exposure.
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Among older children, 82% had such a history. The child's age at placement
and history of mistreatment create vast differences in open adoption practices.
When the child was one year of age or older at placement, and/or when there
was a history of abuse, postplacement face-to-face meetings with the biological parent were very likely. This reflects the large proportions of foster parent
adoptions (62%) and relative adoptions (17%) among placements of older
children in this sample. Mail contact was much less likely in this group.
Adopters of infants and children without such a history were very likely to
have mail or phone contact.
Frequency of contact was also much higher among adopters of older children and children with a history of abuse. Daily contact was especially likely
in this group, mostly because relatives were especially likely to adopt children
with a history of mistreatment (63% of relative adoptions involved mistreated
children), and relative adopters were very likely to have daily contact with
the biological parents.
Agency mediation of contacts was likely among older children and mistreated children, but initiation by biological parents was also likely when the
child had a history of mistreatment. Letters and pictures were less likely to
be shared in these adoptions, but visits were more likely. Adoptive parents'
comfort with contact was also lower among adopters of older children and
children with a history of mistreatment. Children with a history of mistreatment had higher behavior problem scores, controlling for age at placement.
There was no association between behavior problem scores and frequency of
planned contact, but there was a negative relationship between number of
behavior problems and frequency of actual postplacement contact (r = — .12,
p < .01).
Across all adoptions, meeting with the biological parent in preparation for
the placement was associated with postplacement contact. Only among adoptions under public agency auspices, however, was a preplacement meeting
associated with comfort with postplacement contacts. In fact, among adoptions
of all children with a history of abuse or drug exposure, a preplacement
meeting with biological parents was associated with comfort with postplacement contact, a relationship that was not present when the child had no such
history.
Openness among Transracial Adoptions
In transracial adoptions, the adoptive parents were no less likely than other
adopters to have had contact with the biological parents. Over half of the
same-race placements (59%) involved postplacement contact, as occurred in
56% of the transracial adoptions. There was no difference in comfort level
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between same-race and transracial adoptions. Transracial adopters were particularly likely to stick to their plans for contact (and not change their mind
after placement), whether open or closed, and were much less likely than
same-race placements to have more contact than they had planned for.
Transracial and same-race adopters did not differ on whether they expected
the child to be in direct contact with biological relatives, but among those
expecting contact, transracial adopters did expect less frequent contact (a
mean of three contacts per year vs. 17 contacts per year, p < .001). Transracial adopters did have somewhat fewer contacts since placement (ten versus
17). Among transracial adoptions, those adoptive parents who were uncomfortable with openness had been in contact an average of 12 times since the
placement, compared to an average of 6 times among those who were comfortable. Although this difference is not statistically significant, when coupled
with the expectation among transraciai adopters for less frequent contact, it
is provocative. When asked what influence they expected contact to have on
the child, transracial adopters were more likely than same-race adopters to
say it will have a positive influence on the child (25% vs. 17%). They were
also more likely to say that contact will have a positive influence on their
family (25% vs. 17%).
Comfort with Postplacement Contact
There is considerable variation in adoptive parents' perceptions of, and comfort with, postplacement contact of any form. Private agency adopters practice
the least direct contact overall, with over one-third having mail-only contact;
this group also has the highest comfort levels with contact. Independent
adopters, however, have high levels of in-person contacts and also have high
comfort levels. Public agency adopters are most likely to have face-to-face
visits, but many of their adopted children come from unhappy childhoods
with their biological parents, and thus adopters are likely to have negative
impressions of the biological parents, and comfort levels are low. It becomes
very clear that it is these child and family characteristics, such as a history
of abuse, rather than the particular overseeing adoption agency or auspice,
that are key correlates of comfort with contact.
Those comfortable with postplacement contact were significantly more
likely than those who were uncomfortable to have adopted through a private
agency or independently, to have adopted a child with no history of mistreatment, and to have adopted children with more favorable behavior scores.
Adoptive parents who were comfortable were significantly older and had paid
higher adoption fees. As found in previous research, overall, higher levels
of comfort were associated with more direct contact.
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Adoptive parents were not specifically asked if they felt pressured to agree
to openness in order to receive a child. There were asked, however, if they
were trying to get pregnant when they decided to adopt, and for how long
they had ttned to get pregnant. Those in postplacement contact had been trying
to get pregnant for a significantly higher {p < .05) numher of years. Comfort
with that contact, however, was not associated with how long parents had
been trying to conceive. There was also no relationship between years of
trying to get pregnant and whether the adoptive or biological parent initiated
the postplacement contact, or how direct that contact was (mail, phone, or
in person).
Following previous research that indicates that it is the "surprise element,"
or a lack of control that is associated with discomfort with openness |Barth
and Berry 19881. postplacement contact was categorized into four outcomes:
contact-as-planned, contact-by-surprise, no-contact-as-planned, and no-contact-by-surprise. Overall. 81% were not surprised after placement: 43% of
the families had contact as planned and 38% had no contact, as planned. The
remaining 19% of the adoptive families had a "surprise"; 12% had contact,
contrary to plans, and 7% had no contact, contrary to plans.
Those families in postplacement contact, when they had planned for no
contact, had the least favorable impressions of the biological parents (see
table 3). The relationship is strongest among young child adoptions (children
placed when younger than three). Among young child adoptions, satisfaction
with the adoption was related to nonopenness. with satisfaction highest among
surprise-closed adoptions, and lowest among surprise-open adoptions. Among
young child adoptions, however, those families with postplacement contact
as planned were most likely to report that the adoption surpassed their expectations. These somewhat contradictory ratings indicate that those who plan
for openness may be somewhat uncertain about what to expect from contact.
Foster parent adoptions are disproportionately closed; among infant adoptions. 53% of the foster parent adopters had closed-as-planned adoptions; 56%
of the other adoptions were open-as-planned. Foster parent adopters were a
group especially likely to be surprised by postplacement contact: 18% of the
foster parent adoptions of children under three were surprise-open adoptions
(p < .001). Transracial adoptions, however, did not differ in satisfaction
regarding any surprises in openness.
Adoptive parents can also be surprised by a higher for lower) frequency
of contact. The analysis also compared the planned frequency of contact with
the actual frequency of contact. Among those in contact, when frequency of
actual contact approximated adoptive parents' plans for contact, 70% were
comfortable with openness. When contact was less frequent than planned.
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80% were comfortable with openness, and when contact was more frequent
than planned, 61% were comfortable (x^ = 4 2 . 1 , / J < .0001). As mentioned,
transracial placements were the most likely to have contact as planned, and
were unlikely to have more contact than planned, Comfort was not associated
with any surprises in frequency among this group, however. Independent
adoptions were most likely to have more frequent contact than they had
planned for. and private agency adopters were very likely to have less frequent
contact than planned.
Regarding other "surprises." among those adoptive families who had been
trying to conceive before adopting (n = 925). 51 or 6% had a (biological)
baby after adopting. There was no relationship between having a subsequent
birth and any changes in openness or comfort with openness. There were no
differences in levels of overall satisfaction or fulfillment of expectations between those having a birth and those who did not, but those families with a
subsequent birth were significantly more likely to say that, if they had it to
do again, they would not adopt.
Discriminant Analysis of Comfort with Openness
A multivariate discriminant analysis was performed on all families with postplacement contact (n = 774), to distinguish between those who were comfortable and those who were uncomfortable with openness. The key predictors
of comfort, in order of discriminatory ability, are (1) the adoptive parents
had planned for contact, (2) the child's absence of a history of mistreatment,
(3) the biological mother's level of education, (4) the directness of contact,
(5) the adoptive mother's older age. and (6) the adoptive parents had talked
to the biological parents prior to placement. This model produces 76% correct
classification of comfort (canonical correlation = 45, p < .0001).
The following had no bearing on comfort in this multivariate mtxlel: the
child's age at placement, transracial placement, age of the biological mother,
adoption by relatives, number of child's behavior problems, and education
of the adoptive mother. It is interesting to note that, in this analysis, age and
education do not behave similarly. Education (not age) of the biological
mother is a critical variable, as is age (not education) of the adoptive mother.
When these other variables are substituted, the strength of the model is greatly
diminished.
Discussion
Overall, preplacement sharing of information and postplacement contact are
fairly common in this sample of 1.396 recent adoptions in California, with
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contact most likely in adoptions of infants, in adoptions of children with no
history of mistreatment, and in adoptions by relatives. Information-sharing
prior to placement, whether identifying or not, is most thorough in independent
and private agency adoptions, and is less complete in public agency adoptions,
even when controlling for age of the child, although public agency adopters
are no less likely to feel well prepared for the adoption. When independent
adopters did not meet the biological parent as part of their preparation, they
were significantly more likely to feel unprepared for the adoption. It may be
that the crux of preparatory services for independent adopters is indeed the
contact with the biological parent, and preparation for adopting a child through
a public agency (often times an older child) must be somewhat more thorough
as to background and supplementary resources for the child and adoptive
parents. The differential experience among adoptive parents of services provided through public agency, private agency, and independent adoptions is
yet to be explored in this sample.
Contrary to expectations, the adoptive parents in transracial adoptions in
this sample were no different than same-race adopters in terms of their plans
for. comfort with, and practice of postplacement contact. They did expect
and practice less frequent contact than did same-race adopters, but were
equally comfortable with openness. They were more likely than same-race
adopters to say that they thought contact would be beneficial to the child.
Adoptive parents in open adoptions, for the most part, are cautiously comfortable with postplacement contact, and the expectation or plan for that
contact seems to be a critical factor. In the multivariate analysis, planning
for contact was the best predictor of comfort. Even among public agency
adoptions and adoptions of children with a history of mistreatment-—groups
with otherwise low levels of comfort with contact—those who met the biological parent prior to placement reported significantly higher levels of comfort with postplacement contact.
Nevertheless, there is much uncertainty among adoptive parents about the
potential effect of openness on the child and on their family. Among those
in contact, one-third to one-fifth admit that they do not know what that effect
will be, and levels of uncertainty are highest among those surprised by postplacement contact.
Given that the time under study was the initial phase of the adoption, and
given the relatively high levels of uncertainty that adoptive parents express
regarding openness, it is expected that the incidence and frequency of postplacement contact will diminish over time. Future data collection will explore
whether contact does indeed diminish over time, and what impact openness
has on the developing adoptive family system.
4
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