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Research Notes to Help You and Your Agency Keep The Promise

As Adoption Week Scotland launches, our Spotlight for this quarter is Young Adult Adoptees. This age
group of adoptees has, historically, not received as much attention in research as younger adoptees
(children and adolescents) and older adoptees. Indeed, there is a lack of focus on young adult adoptees
in UK research generally. While Wijedasa and Selwyn's (2011) report on data from a longitudinal study in
England is titled Transition to Adulthood for Young People in Adoptive Care, it is focussed on
adolescence. There are, however, two geographical regions that are producing contemporary work on
young adult adoptees including large scale and longitudinal studies: The Netherlands and the USA. It is
important to note that both of these jurisdictions are very different from the UK in relation to legal, policy,
and cultural contexts. For example, the vast majority of adoption in the Netherlands was (until a recent
ban) intercountry adoption, while private adoption is more commonplace in the US than in the UK
Therefore, it is important to keep these differences in mind when interpreting findings from research in
these areas.

This spotlight is an example of what AFKA's Research Team can provide in relation to a particular topic
or question and our spotlights are often influenced by questions we receive from members. AFKA
members can contact the research team (details provided at the bottom of the research update) with
queries about research literature.

We focus on publications that are freely available as open access resources, for which we have provided
hyperlinks in blue, or resources that are accessible via the CoramBAAF members only section, to which
all AFKA Scotland members have access. Remember your membership also allows you to sign up for
CoramBAAF's research updates on UK-wide research which has recently been published in the areas of
fostering, kinship, and adoption. If you haven't been receiving these, please ensure you have set up your
own individual CoramBAAF account online.
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Spotlight on Young Adult Adoptees

The Netherlands

This 2005 paper by Tieman et al reports on a longitudinal study following a cohort of intercountry
adoptees in the Netherlands (it should be noted that the Netherlands banned intercountry adoption in
2024) and is focussed on their mental health. It compares the adopted sample with a general population
sample and followed up with both samples at 6 time points. This paper reports on young adulthood and
compares the instances of young adult adoptees’ prevalence of mental health diagnoses compared to
those in the general population. They found that adoptees were 1.52 times more likely to meet the criteria
for anxiety disorder compared to the non-adopted group and that women from both groups were 3.37
times more likely to meet the criteria than men. Similarly, women from both groups were more likely to
meet the criteria for mood disorder than men, with no statistically significant difference between
adopted and non-adopted women. However, adopted men were nearly four times more likely to meet
the criteria for a mood disorder than non-adopted men. Adoptees were just over two times more likely
to meet the criteria for a substance use disorder than non-adoptees, with men and younger age groups
more likely to meet these than women and older age groups. Overall, the probability of having any
disorder trended down according to parental socioeconomic status for non-adoptees (i.e. the higher the
socioeconomic status of the parents, the less likely they were to have a disorder). This trend was
reversed for adoptees. However, neither trend reached statistical significance. Compared to the
adolescent period, young adults were far less likely overall to display disruptive disorders or antisocial
behaviour. In the discussion, the authors argue that their results suggest that males show greater
vulnerability to early experiences or to adoption specifically, and that this was more pronounced for
mood disorders than anxiety. No gender differences were found in relation to age at point of adoption
and experience of abuse/neglect. While they could not rule out genetic factors for mood disorder, they
argued that it was more likely to be environmental influences at play in this gender difference. Overall,
the authors note that adoptees have high prevalence of mental health disorders and that this should
inform early identification and intervention to better support this population.

A more recent Dutch study by Dekker et al (2016) used data (self-report questionnaire on emotional and
behavioural problems) from the 2005 study above, a sample of domestic young adult adoptees (this was
a small sample as only 20-30 cases of domestic adoption per year take place in the Netherlands), and a
general population sample to compare the mental health outcomes across these three. They examined
three specific variables: gender, age at placement, and searching for origins (whether adoptees seek out
and/or reconnect with birth families). When comparing domestic adoptees with non-adopted adults,
most of the (small but significant) differences were moderated by gender with domestically adopted
males scoring higher overall in all but one sub-category. No significant differences were found between
female domestic adoptees and non-adoptees. A few small differences were found between domestic
and international adoptees, with no moderating gender effects. Domestic adoptees were, on average,
adopted at younger ages than international adoptees. However, while time between birth and adoption
moderated some mental health issues for domestic adoptees, similar relations were not found in the
international adoptee sample. Domestic adoptees were far more likely than international adoptees to be
reunited with birth families, and far less likely to be not searching at all. Within the domestic adoptee
sample, non-searchers reported fewer anxiety/depressed problems than searchers or reunited
adoptees and reunited male adoptees reported significantly higher thought problems than non-
searching male adoptees.

The authors note that, overall, most adoptees appeared to be well adjusted in relation to mental health
and that domestic and international adoptees showed similar levels of risk with only small differences in
some areas. The authors note that, regardless of whether domestic or international, adoptive parents are
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approved and matched from the same pool in the Netherlands and post-adoption support is provided
by the same agencies. Therefore, adoptive parent characteristics alongside service access and type, are
uniform across these groups. They did find elevated risks for male adoptees in relation to mental health
problems and an overrepresentation of those in need of mental health care in relation to
anxiety/depression. Outlining other international studies with similar gender effects, they speculate on
differences in emotional and social resources as well the vulnerability of males to early adversity.

The relation between adult adoptees' feelings about relinquishment, adoption and satisfaction with life
(Meulen et al, 2019) analyses 1155 questionnaires from adult intercountry adoptees (aged 18-55). Overall,
the authors report high levels of life satisfaction among adoptees, which was higher than that measured
for the general Dutch population. Around 90% had positive feelings about their adoption and indicated
that these positive feelings had increased over the life course. While older adoptees were found to be
less positive than their younger counterparts, the authors argue that changes in adoption practice as
well as in societal and cultural attitudes could contribute to differences in the experience of adoption
during the life course. More positive, and fewer negative, feelings about adoption and relinquishment
were correlated to higher rates of life satisfaction. Unlike other studies, the authors did not find any
significant differences in relation to gender or age of adoption and suggest that adopted children from
various backgrounds may develop enough resilience to grow to be satisfied with their life as adults. They
argue that these findings should be taken into account in training and service provision where
therapeutic work should focus on adoptees' appraisal of adoption and relinquishment as these will
translate to greater life satisfaction in adulthood.

Van der Berg et al (2007) undertook a study examining the genetic and environmental influences on
self-reported and parent-reported internalising and externalising problems for young adult adoptees.
This was a follow-up study to one that had focussed on adolescents. Self-report ratings were obtained
from 1475 adoptees and parent-reports from 1115 adoptive parents. A sub-sample of 143 biologically
related and 295 unrelated siblings were subject to genetic analyses. The authors report that genetic
factors were more important in self- and parent-reported internalising issues, while environmental
factors were more important in self- and parent-reported externalising problems. Interestingly, this was
a reversal of the findings from the adolescent study. The authors argue that key life stressors in early
adulthood (e.g. finding a job, establishing intimate relationships, etc) and the different developmental
trajectories of internalising and externalising problems could explain this reversal.

The USA

Adoptee's Contact with Birth Relatives in Emerging Adulthood is a mixed methods study by Farr et al
(2014). Survey data from a longitudinal study (wave three of the Minnesota-Texas Adoption Research
Project, collected 2006-7) was combined with semi-structured qualitative interviews to investigate the
characteristics of openness arrangements (level of contact with birth families) for adoptees over 18,
levels of satisfaction with contact associated with openness arrangements, and how adult adoptees
describe their experiences of openness. Survey data indicated that, of 167 adoptees, 70 had contact with
birth mothers and 19 had contact with birth fathers; however, there was substantial variability in both
frequency and type of contact. Over their lifetime, 72 adoptees had contact with a birth relative other
than their mother or father (e.g. sibling, grandparent, etc.) with phone calls and visits being the most
frequently reported type of contact. Age, but not sex, was related to openness levels in emerging
adulthood with younger adoptees significantly more likely to have fully disclosed adoptions (i.e. that
they knew the full details of their birth families). Young adult adoptees were found to be moderately
satisfied with contact with both birth mothers and birth fathers. While age was not significantly
associated with satisfaction levels, males were significantly more likely than females to be satisfied with
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contact with birth mothers. Adoptees were significantly more satisfied with contact where there were
in-person meetings with birth mothers and fathers.

Four qualitative case studies were presented to exemplify four types of openness arrangements: no
contact, stopped contact, contact without meetings, and contact with meetings. The cases were
selected to demonstrate the increasing satisfaction with contact as openness increases. The authors
argue that openness in adoption should be considered an ongoing, dynamic life process with multiple
factors influencing adoptee's desire for more or less contact with birth families. Developmental
milestones (e.g. romantic relationships, birth of a child, etc) may be particularly important in young adult
adoptee’s decision-making process.

In A 2019 paper by Cashen et al, the authors report on semi-structured interviews with participants in
wave three of the Minnesota-Texas Adoption Research Project (n=167) to understand their perspectives
on adoption agency practices. These interviews, which were broadly about openness in adoption,
included a question ‘If you were giving advice to the people running adoption agencies, what would you
tell them?' The authors sought to understand the perspectives of young adult adoptees given that much
of the research on practices has focussed on the experiences of adoptive parents and birth parents. The
three most frequently discussed themes were providing support, making sure adoptive parents are
qualified, and providing information and access to records. The authors examined the relationships
between these three main themes and participants’ age, gender, level of openness and satisfaction with
contact with birth mother in order to explore whether their perspectives were related to their own
experiences or were drawn from wider knowledge and understanding of adoptions. They found that
only the last main theme (providing info and records) was related to individual participants’ own
experience, specifically those who had less satisfying relationship with their birth mothers were more
likely to highlight this theme. Medical history was the most frequently cited gap in access to information
and records. In the other two main themes, participants drew on wider concepts such as human rights
and generalised knowledge of adoption and associated issues. The authors also note, however, that
many participants reported being ‘unsure’ of how to advise adoption agencies and this may be related
to these agencies having more direct input and contact with adoptive parents and birth parents than
with adoptees. Other themes that were raised by fewer participants included those advocating for open
adoption (n=17) and others for closed adoption (n=6) and these related to the adoptees own experience
with those who had experienced positive contact with birth families advocating open and those who did
not advocating closed. This finding supported other work on this issue (Siegal et al, 2012).

Waltner and Reuter (2014) report on findings and analysis from the Sibling Interaction and Behaviour
Study specifically in relation to family relationships during the transition from adolescence into young
adulthood, comparing adoptive and non-adoptive families. Methods of data collection included self-
report questionnaires (completed individually by young people, mothers, and fathers) and observations
of family dynamics with measures of closeness and conflict. The samples for each method varied but
were between 345 and 473 young people and their parents. While there were differences between
adoptive and non-adoptive families (adoptive families reporting and scoring less on closeness
measures), the differences were small. Overall, the trends over time for adoptive and non-adoptive
families were found to be more similar than different, except that adoptive mothers reported lower
closeness compared to non-adoptive mothers. Interestingly, during observation measures, adoptive
mothers were assessed to have higher closeness. The authors argue that that all young adults progress
through a process of individuation (becoming independent in the context of the parent-child
relationship) but that adoptees have to incorporate adoption into this process. Moreover, there are a
number of variables that may be significant in this process such as when information about adoption is
disclosed to adoptees, willingness to discuss adoption openly, and feelings of loyalty or disloyalty

T: 0131 322 8490 « E:info@ @afkascotland.org « W: www. afkascotland.org


https://www.jstor.org/stable/48623648?seq=1
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4307793/pdf/nihms654271.pdf

relating to information and/or relationship seeking. The authors stress that while conflict levels were
higher in adoptive families, the differences were small and within normative ranges. As such,
professionals should be careful not to make assumptions about or pathologize adoptive families.

Siegal (2018) reports on phase four of a longitudinal study into open adoption in New England. The first
three phases of the study followed the views of adoptive parents on the openness of the adoption at the
time of adoption, at 7 years and then at 14 years later. This fourth phase was interested in the views of
young adult adoptees 21 years after the adoption. It was relatively small scale in that 11 (out of 21 eligible)
young adult adoptees were interviewed about their views on their adoption and its openness. There was
a high degree of variability in the level of openness across the 11 participants, with some only having had
infrequent ‘letter box' contact as a child, while other had (and continued to have) frequent face-to-face
contact with birth parents. All had at least some contact with their birth mother, and some had contact
with other family members including their birth father, siblings, and grandparents. All participants
described contact with their birth families as ‘'normal’ or just the way it is’ and had favourable opinions
of open adoption regardless of the amount of contact they had or if they had experienced specific
difficulties in their relationships with birth families. They indicated that having information about ‘who
they were' and ‘where they came from' was important to them, even if they found out negative aspects
about their birth families.

Seven out of the 11 participants indicated that they had no fears, anxieties, or unanswered questions
when it came to the birth families, even for those where not all birth family members were available to
them (e.g. birth fathers). Some participants had, however, experienced challenges in their open adoption
which related to issues with boundaries, a lack of contact, or with sad or disturbing information. Despite
these challenges, participants were often able to see positive outcomes from them such as changing
their perspective on drug/alcohol use or on the nature of ‘family’. Advantages of open adoption
included: having more family, no secrets, access to information about myself, freed from the frustration
of not knowing, and feeling more compassionate, fortunate and secure. None of the participants
indicated any profound disadvantages but did note issues such as birth families living far away. One
participant noted that some information could be painful but that it was ‘better to know than not'. Given
the above, it was unsurprising that participants were in favour of open adoption although they also
acknowledge that it might be difficult for others and that their situations may have ‘just happened' to
have worked out well for them. They noted that, while openness was desirable, a one size fits all
approach was not. The advice that participants would give birth and adoptive parents related to honesty,
caution and discretion, tailoring openness, and empowering adoptees.

Self-selection bias may be impacting these results as possibly only those adoptees who feel positive
about open adoption came forward for interview. Indeed, the author reports that there were some
indications that those who decided not to take part may be experiencing some pain related to their
adoptions (e.g. a sibling advised that there was ‘too much pain’ for them to participate). The social
desirability of responses within the context of loyalty to family may also influence results. However,
overall, the positive attitudes towards open adoption of these young adult adoptees reflects those of
their adoptive parents over the course of this longitudinal study. The author argues that attitudes and
values may be a key driver in embracing open adoption. Moreover, these participants do not want to be
required or prohibited from contact but, rather, to be able to make these decisions for themselves on an
ongoing basis.
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Research Currently Underway at AFKA Scotland

AFKA Scotland continues to host a Research Forum, for researchers at universities and other
organisations across Scotland. This forum meets periodically online to provide an opportunity for
researchers working in fostering, adoption and kinship to share ideas, support each other's work and
ensure research remains informed by and meaningfully connected to practice and policy.

Supporting the Workforce: Health and Education Transitions Project
Aberdeenshire Council/AFKA Scotland/The Promise

A reminder that the resources from this work (which aims to support the Health and Education workforce
to understand what needs to change to better support children and young people through transitions to
permanence) are freely available on our website including reports, briefing papers, and PowerPoint
slides.

Kinship Care in a Digital World
University of Edinburgh and AFKA Scotland

The increasing use of digital technologies and social media in society presents opportunities and
challenges for children, young people, and their families. Little is known about how these are navigated
by kinship carers, and what supports they receive or would find useful. This study was a collaboration
between AFKA Scotland and the University of Edinburgh exploring how the digital world impacts on
Kinship Carers and the challenges they face in caring for children and young people.

In June 2024, AFKA Scotland undertook focus groups with kinship carers and kinship practitioners
supported by KCASS, Nurture Scotland and Glasgow HSCP. A roundtable event was also held with
stakeholders to share findings and identify key learning. The aim of the study was to produce
information that would help social workers and others to better support Kinship Carers. Briefing Papers
for Practitioners and Kinship Carers have now been developed and can be downloaded.

These research updates are prepared by the AFKA Scotland research team.

For queries related to this update or other requests about how identifying research to
support your work, please contact any member of the team below:

Andrew Burns andrew.burns@afkascotland.org

Mark Hardy mark.hardy@afkascotland.org
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