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20 August 2004

By e-mail

For the attention of Members of the New Jersey Legislature

The State House

Trenton

New Jersey 08625

To Whom it May Concern,

Re:
S 1093

I understand that New Jersey is about to review its legislation in relation to adopted people accessing information from their original birth record. I am therefore writing in support of such an important change to open birth record information based on experience of England and Wales since 1975.
First let me introduce myself. My name is Julia Feast and I currently work for the British Association for Adoption and Fostering in the UK, as the Policy, Research and Development Consultant. For fifteen years prior to this I worked for The Children’s Society as the manager of The Post Adoption and Care Counselling Research Project, London.

The Post Adoption and Care Counselling Research Project provides services for people who had either been adopted or had been brought up in care, to enable them to access information from the records the agency held relating to their adoption or time in care. The project also provides intermediary services for adopted people and former care adults who want to re-establish contact with birth relatives. During the time I worked for The Children’s Society I undertook a major research study in collaboration with Professor David Howe at the University of East Anglia, Norwich about adopted people’s experience of adoption, search and reunion. I will give more information about the findings from this study later in this document.

For the past 28 years adopted people in England and Wales have been able to obtain a copy of their original birth certificate which contains background and identifying information to assist them in locating birth family members. In Scotland, adopted people have always been able to access this information. The original birth certificate contains the adopted person’s original name, the birth parent(s) name, and the address of the parent at the time of birth. When the Adoption Law in England and Wales was changed in 1975 giving adopted people over the age of 18 years the right to a copy of their original birth certificate there were initial fears about the impact this would have on birth mothers particularly, and also the adoptive family. Birth mothers, until that time, had been assured of privacy. They were told that the adopted person 

would not receive any identifying information about them so would not be able to trace or contact them in the future. Adoptive parents too had also been assured that there would be no further contact with the birth mother and birth family as all legal ties had been severed as a result of the adoption order being made. 

This major legislative change was retrospective and therefore not surprisingly people expressed a great deal of concern about the potential negative impact this could have on birth and adoptive families. In order to address the concerns expressed about this retrospective legislative change, provisions were made for adopted people (who had been adopted before the 12th November 1975) to receive a counselling interview before they would be able to apply for a copy of the original birth certificate, the name of the court where the adoption was made and the name of the agency that arranged their adoption, if applicable. If an adopted person already knows their original name or the agency that arranged the adoption then they are able to bypass applying to the Registrar General for access to birth record information, as they would already have the factual details they need to begin a search for more information about their family background and adoption.

More recently, the Adoption and Children Act 2002 has also acknowledged the needs of birth relatives, particularly birth mothers who want to know what has happened to the child they placed for adoption - at a time when single parenthood and illegitimacy was frowned upon. Once the Act is implemented birth relatives of an adopted adult will have the right to ask an adoption agency to provide an intermediary service so that they can let the adopted adult know of their interest for many years. This new legislative provision recognises the practice of providing intermediary services to birth relatives, which many adoption agencies have in fact been providing for well over a decade.

We have learned a great deal during the past 28 years. It has become clear that many adopted people want and need to obtain more information than is held on the original birth certificate if they are to gain a greater understanding of their origins and the circumstances of their adoption and make informed decisions about their lives. Gradually and in response to adopted people’s need for further information, a more open approach to accessing the information contained on the adoption agency’s records has developed. 

Adoption Agencies and Local Authorities are now usually prepared to share identifying information from the adoption records. For example, details typically provided are the names and dates of births (if known) and the last known addresses of birth family members, including the name of the birth father, even where he has not been interviewed about the adoption. Adopted people would receive the background information and reason for their adoption. Copies of documents are usually given to the adopted person, and signed for by them, underlining the confidential nature of the information.  Adopted people are made aware that this information was provided at a time when it was thought that such information would not be given to them. It must, however, be emphasised that adoption records are not simply handed over. They are shared and discussed in the context of a counselling interview.  The adopted person would be seen by an adoption practitioner and prepared to receive the information. 

Therefore, now in the UK, best practice amongst adoption agencies and professionals routinely provides far more information than was once thought wise or possible. 

The background information that is given can help adopted people to make informed decisions that may have a profound impact on their lives. With full information from the original birth certificates and adoption agency records, adopted people have all the information to help them undertake a search for birth family members, if they wish, by examining public records of births, marriages and deaths. In practice, once the adopted people have located the current whereabouts of the birth relative they are seeking, they tend not to make a direct approach to a birth relative, but would return to the adoption agency or a self-help organisation to request an intermediary service.

There is plenty of anecdotal evidence to support the more open practice that has developed over the years but in 2000 a major research study was published about adopted people’s search for identity and reunion with birth relatives,  (Howe, D, and Feast, J. (2000) Adoption, Search and Reunion –The long term Experience of Adopted People first published by The Children’s Society, now by British Association for Adoption and Fostering). Until this study there were no other research studies in the UK that could report the impact opening the records had on adopted people and their birth and adoptive families.

The Adoption Search and Reunion study was the first major British investigation to compare the characteristics and experiences of adopted people who search for information about their background (searchers), and those who have shown no apparent interest in accessing information from the adoption records or searching for a birth relative (non-searchers). The findings report the widespread need of many adopted people to find out about, and in many cases meet, their birth relatives. In exploring such matters, the research threw light on the importance people felt about the need to answer questions to do with identity, difference and belonging. The research also explored the outcome of the search and reunion process and the particular implications it has for the self- esteem of the adopted person and the continuing relationships they have with their adoptive and birth relatives. 

Information was gathered from 394 searchers and 78 non-searchers using a postal questionnaire, which included both pre-coded, closed and a small number of open-ended questions. A high response rate was received from both searchers (87%) and non-searchers (67%).  In-depth interviews were also carried out with 74 of the 472 adopted people who completed the detailed questionnaire, including 13 of the 32 transracially placed adopted adults.  The majority of people in the study had been adopted as babies between 1950 and 1975. The adopted people in the study were mostly adopted through The Children's Society, which was one of the largest voluntary adoption agencies when adoption was at its peak in the 1960s. It placed over 16,000 babies for adoption between 1936 and 1990. 

The study confirmed that having the opportunity to access information from adoption records and seek contact with birth relatives helped adopted people develop a greater sense of self, and answer important questions such as: Who am I?  Where do I come from?  Why was I adopted? 

The research strongly suggests that even though an adopted person is happy with their adoption and feels loved and wanted by their adopters, this does not mean that he or she will not have a deep curiosity about their origins, background and birth family. Most adopted people at some point in their lives will have thought about their birth parents even if they have made a decision not to act on their curiosity by conducting a search. The research also demonstrated that the loyalty and love adopted people felt towards their adoptive parents and family did not lessen as a result of the search and reunion process. Indeed in some cases adopted people reported that it enhanced the relationship as the search and reunion had helped them identify all the positive aspects of the relationship they had with their adoptive parents.

A forthcoming study looking at birth and adoptive parents’ experience of adoption, search and reunion has reported preliminary findings (Triseliotis, Feast and Kyle, in preparation). The study, amongst many other areas of interest, reports how non-searching birth mothers had felt about the 1975 UK legislation that gave adopted people access to their adoption records, how they felt about being sought, and their overall feelings about the contact and reunion experience. The study shows that the overwhelming majority (94%) were very pleased or pleased that the adopted adult had contacted them. An equal number also reported that the reunion experience had been positive or very positive (Adoption Search and Reunion: the adoptive and birth parents’ perspective, Feast J, Adoption and Fostering, Vol 26, pages 64-65 2002).

These studies therefore support the legislative change showing that having the opportunity and choice to seek background information and make contact with birth relatives has the capacity to bring a range of psychological benefits to many adopted people and their birth parents. Along with evidence-based practice, these studies have been reassuring about the impact that accessing information, searching and reunions has on all the key players including adopted people, adoptive parents, and birth mothers and fathers.

Adoption is a subject that generates a great deal of emotion and strongly held personal views. Inevitably this means that there will always be challenges and dilemmas when trying to balance and meet the individual needs of all those affected by adoption.   However from my practice experience and research there are clearly a number of opportunities and benefits to be had by opening adoption records. The overwhelming evidence is that it gives adopted people and their birth relatives the choice and opportunity to answer important questions they may have and connect the past with the present and future. I hope that the information provided in this letter will help give New Jersey the confidence to seize this important opportunity, and just like the UK, open adoption records.
My contact details are on the top this letter so if you have any questions or require further information then please do not hesitate to get in touch with me. My direct line is 0044 207 593 2030 or email address  julia.feast@baaf.org.uk. 

Yours faithfully,
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Julia Feast

Policy, Research & Development Consultant
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