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ABSTRACT 

Using an exploratory, qualitative approach, 30 in-depth 
,nterviews were conducted with adoptive mothers of Romanian children. 
::nterest focused on whether Mead's theory of the past was viable for 
)xploring how these mothers create socially shared pasts for their 
~ildren within the family. In additiort, Kirk's adoptive kinship 
!.heory and Goffman' s theory of social stigma were used to explore 
rhether (a) an adoptive mother's acknowledgement or rejection of the 
~ifference between adoptive and biological parenthood; and (b) her 
~erceptions of social stigma around Romanian adoption shaped the 
I 

!ontent of her construction of this past. 

All four dimensions of Mead's theory of the past were evident in 
:his study - the implied objective· past, the social structural past, . 
:he symbolically reconstructed past, and the mythical past. 
:ubstantively, respondents made use of three types of strategies in 
:onstructing a socially shared past: (1) verbal personal adoption 

:tories created for their children; (2) lifebooks to document their 
:hildren's histories; and (3) affiliation with self-help support 
rroups or with other adoptive parents. 

In this study, KIrk's categories of acknowledgment and rejection 
~f difference between adoptive and biological kinship were not 
~utually exclusive as respondents showed a pattern of high to low 
~cknowledgment of difference only. This acknowledgment focused on the 
formation of the fami.ly rather than on its functioning. All 
tespondents showed open disclosure patterns with their children and 
>thers, a trend in adoption as an institution. 

Although respondents provided detailed descriptions of perceived 
;tigmatizing beliefs about adoption in general and Romanian adoption 
.n particular; they showed low levels of personal internalization of 



hese beliefs. It was also demonstrated empirically that stigma can 

e responded to in positive ways. Specifically, self-help support 

roups offered positive social and emotional support, and provided 

ndividuals with a strong sense of belonging not experienced in 

normal" interaction. 

It is argued that the task of adoptive parents is not only to 

nform adopted children of their birth and cultural histories. 

arents must also try to understand how the children experience 

doption. Allowing the children to take the lead in discovering and 

nderstanding their unique histories will aid their mothers in 

reating socially shared pasts for their families. 
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CHAPTER 1 

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 

AN OVERVIEW 

In recent years, the number of children in Canada in need 

of homes has diminished. However, adoption continues to be an 

important component of child protection. Increasingly, the 

children in need of homes are children who are considered to 

have special needs. These are children who have been abused, 

institutionalized, physically handicapped (Hibbs:1991), or 

emotionally or cognitively challenged, some are members of a 

sibling group, of racial or ethnic minority background status. 

Others were not adopted as infants, or have a history that 

suggests future problems. A large number of these special 

needs children are adopted from other coun~ries, many from 

Eastern Europe and/or politically unstable countries. 

Romania is one such Eastern European country. It was, for 

twenty-four years, under totalitarian rule. Recently, large 

numbers of Romanian children have become available for 

adoption by Canadians. However, the process of adoption of 

Romanian children is unique. Following the overthrow of 

Romanian President, Nicolae Ceaucescu in December, 1989, it 

has become known that an estimated 100,000 to 300,000 children 

were abandoned in state-run institutions. Although these . 

institutions contained healthy children whose families simply 

could not support them, the 'orphanages' also house children 

who, in Canada, would have been placed in extended care 

hospitals, or in foster homes. Some children have mental and 

physical handicaps, some have alcoholic or unmarried parents. 

In addition, some of these children are true orphans. There is 

a high rate of maternal mortality in Romania where Ceaucescu's 
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forced breeding policies made contraception and abortion 

illegal.(l) Until January 1990, adoption of Romanian children 

by foreigners was not allowed. This meant that when the 

country opened its doors and allowed foreigners to adopt, 

there was no established international adoption process in 

place. Although these processes exist in other c6untr~es where 

international adoption is more common, we know very little at 
present about the effects of the Romanian ado~tion ~rocess on 
the thousands of families in Canada which have adopted 
children from Romania. 

Recent studies of Romanian adoption have focused on the 

children who have been adopted by Canadians (Ames et al.:1992, 

Marcovitch et al.:1994). These studies focus on the 

developmental, psychological and physical growth of the 

chi ldren. Al though Westhues & Cohen IS ( 1994) -study examined 

intercountry adoption in Canada and presents a wealth of 
information on how children and families involved in 

international adoption have fared, Romanian adoption patterns 

were not explored because the sample only included adopted 

children who, at the time of the study were at least twelve 

years of age. There has been little, if any, focus on the 

experiences of the adoptive mothers of Romanian children and 

their families. Bartholet(1993:xx) ~or example, in her book 

which focuses on international adoption from Peru, has argued 

that current policy conGerning parenting options contains a 

powerful bias in favour of biological parenting. Further, she 

concludes that adoption as an alternative parenting experience 

is socially constructed as inferior to biologically 

reproducing a child, and is considered a choice of last resort 

(Bartholet:1993:xxii). This social construction, is based on 

the belief that " ... parenting is equated with procreation and 

kinship with the blood link." 
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Similarly, H. David Kirk, in his 1953 sociological study 

of adoptive families, concluded that the social construction 

of motherhood is based on the assumption that motherhood is 

essential to women, and the belief that motherhood must be 

based on biological or genetic links. Rec~nt research by Miall 

(1995) has shown that while community attitudes continue to 

stress the importance of biological ties in family formation, 

there is also a strong approval of adoption as an institution. 
Miall (1995:27) has concluded that: 

North American society has witnessed the increasing 

emergence of family forms characterized by the 

blending of parents and children who are not 

biologically related, yet who function effectively 

and, often, in a traditional family pattern. 

Goffman (1963) and Herman and Mia1l (1990) have 

documented positive consequences arising from the experience 

of social stigma, for example, the emergence of the self-help 

support group_ Support group membership has been sho~~ to 

foster information sharing, shared experience with others who 

are in similar situations, and a strong sense of belonging 

within a group (Phufl:1986). This research explores the 

importance of the support group for respondents who are 

"sharing their fate" with others who have also adopted 

children from Romania. 

There are also specialized issues relating to Romanian 

adoption. These include (a) the loss of control adoptive 

parents experience when they interact with official agents, 

both Canadian and Romanian, during the adoption process, (b) 

the social stigma surrounding abandoned and orphaned children, 

a stigma which mayor may not be perceived by adoptive 



4. 

parents, (c) the negative media coverage of conditions in 

Romanian orphanages, (d) the reports of the poor health of the 
children, particularly, the high incidence of AIDS and 

hepatitis in the orphanages, (e) the widespread view that the 

adoptive parents of Romanian children have "rescued" them, and 

(f) the widespread view that Romanian children are special 
needs children. Although the social work literature deals with 

the preparation of parents for adoption, there is no 
sociological literature that deals specifically with the 
process of adoption of Romanian children and with the unique 

issues it raises. These concerns, compounded by society's 
cultural norms concerning adoption, need to be addressed. 

The goal of this research, therefore, is to provide 

theoretical and substantive information on Romanian adoptive 
family experiences. Using a theoretical framework that draws 

on Mead's theory of the past as presented by Maines and his 
colleagues (1983), on Kirk's (1964) theory of adoptive 

kinship, and on Goffmanis (1963) theory of social stigma, the 

experiences of thirty Canadian families with Romanian adopted 

children were explored. Attention will now turn to the 

theoretical framework informing this research. 

THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

I) The Definition of the Situation 
W.I. Thomas has explored the powerful effects of societal 

and cultural views on the individual. His theory of the 

definition of the s'ituation concludes that human behaviour 

occurs in terms of what is thought to exist by members of a 

society. He suggests that definitions of situations can 

constitute both process and product (Thomas:1951:226). As 
process, definitions occur in socialization when individuals 
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learn acceptable behaviours by having situations defined for 

them by others in the cultural group. As product, the 

definitions are embodied in social codes that come to govern 

normative behaviour. However, these definitions sometimes 

become problematic for those individuals in society who do not 

adhere to the norms. Thomas (1951:227) argues that the codes 
are: 

developed by the methods of the definition of the 

situation. This defining of the situation is begun 

by parents in the form of ordering and forbidding 

and information is continued in society by means of 

gossip, with its praise and blame and is formally 

represented by the school, the law and the church. 

When there is a defined code, no matter what its' 

content, its violation provokes an emotional protest 

from society, designed to be painfully felt by the 

offender. 
This theory is closely linked to the concept of social stigma. 

If Canadians tend to believe that biological blood ties 

traditionally represent II real" parenthood, then adoptive 

families may be stigmatized for not adhering to this 

definition. 

II) Mead's Theory of the Past· 

It is clear that tqe concept of the definition of the 

situation is very much related to Mead's theory of the past 

which he discusses in terms of continuity and discontinuity. 

The development of a sense of continuity involves an 

overrapping of present actions and experiences with past 

events and future goals. This overlapping of presents becomes 

"a succession of events which connects phases of a continuous 

process" (Maines et al.:1983:162). Mead equates these 
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connected events with the social structure and argues that 

continuity cannot exist as a continuity of events without 
acting persons: 

It rests with what we call our mental processes 
to place these images (of the past) in the 

temporal order. We are engaged in spreading 

backward what is going on so that the steps we 

are taking will be a continuity in advance to the 
goals of our conduct (Mead:1929:237). 

Given this situation, human action is not comprised of 
many isolated presents or moments, but is in fact a social 
process that involves a continuity of these presents. The 

placing of our images of the past can be seen as involving the 

codes of society that Thomas proposes. These codes are learned 
by individuals in the past and used in present action to 
define a situation. 

As discussed by Maines and his colleagues (1983:162), 
Mead argues that the passage of present actions or events 

contains elements of both continuity and discontinuity in that 

discontinuity is created by unexpected experiences. The past 

must be reconstructed in order for there to be continuity in 
so far as unexpected events create problems of "bridging 

contingent factors." If individuals cannot bridge unexpected 

events as they arise in .order to join with the foundation they 

have laid in past actions, then discontinuity results. Thomas 

(1951) further argues that when these rival definitions or 

codes do arise, we may anticipate some degree of social 

disorganization and personal demoralization. Emotional 

instability and delinquency may result from these conflicting 

definitions. When the normative social order is altered and an 
individual is unprepared, then the phenomenon, according to 
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Thomas, becomes especially troubling. For instance, 

discontinuity could occur because of a lack of recognition by 
parents of an adopted child's cultural past. An unexpected 

event, such as acquiring knowledge of one's past history which 
was previously unknown, might spark a crucial life change. A 

crisis may not be acute or extreme, but it constitutes a 

threat or challenge to an individual, affecting his/her 
behaviour and influencing his/her personality and identity 

because of the loss of expected stability in life. In this 
research the process of continuity is a major focus. 
Specifically, the sociological implications of constructing a 

socially shared pas~ are considered, or "grounded" within the 
real life experiences of Romanian adoptive families. 

Mead's theory of the past, as presented by Maines and his 
colleagues 1983) contains four dimensions. (2) These include 
the following:(a) the implied objective past, (b) the social 
structural past, (e) the symbolically reconstructed past and 

(d) the mythical past. Maines and his colleagues propose that 

each of the four dimensions is an integral part of the 
continuous process of reconstructing the past, even though 

they argue that the "implied objective past" and the "social 

structural past" remain relatively obscure and vague in Mead's 

definition. 

(l)The implied objectiv~ past 

In the implied objective past, Mead stresses that the 

event had to have occurred in order for a person to have 

knowledge of it. In terms of its relevance to the present 
research, the implied objective past is reflected in those 

general, objective events, which have occurred in the past, 
such as residence in a Romanian orphanage before adoption, or 
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the reality that the Canadian couple's infertility led them to 

pursue Romanian adoption. These facts will, of course, be part 
of the family's and the child's reality. The important 

implication of this dimension is that it allows both the 

parents and the children to feel that the past is not lost 

(Maines et al.:1983:164). Maines and his colleagues also argue 
that an individual selects certain aspects of the past that 

are remembered, often because they fit into his/her present 
structure or arrangement. In a sense, the implied objective 
past provides "a factual basis" for the continuity that is 

being created. It allows parents to suggest explanations for 
their child's present actions based on factual past 

occurrences. Biological parents do this regularly. In fact, 
they generally take it .for granted because this information is 

readily available to them through their biological blood tie. 

The process of remembering past events is the same for 
members of both biologically related and adoptive families. 
vrnat differentiates them is the _ content of the implied 

objective past. Whereas biological parents have information 

about past events readily available to them because of their 

biological blood tie, adoptive parents are faced with issues 
of confidentiality and the lack of knowledge of past events 

concerning their children's origins and cultures. In the case 

of Romanian adoption, a fair number of parents are able to 

search for and acquire some of this information at the time of 
adoption. The past, then, becomes an important part of the 

present, contributing to the familyts sense of continuity .. It 

also provides a feeting of security, particularly when 

individuals feel that the past fits together well with the 

present. 
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(2) The social structural past 

Mead's second dimension, the social structural past, 

follows the implied objective past, and requires an intuitive 

understanding in that it involves the documentation of facts 

in a sequence. Thus, it creates and establishes a continuity 

for the family which begins with the past, and which is 

connected to the present and anticipates the future. Mead 

argues that the nature of this ongoing process involves more 

than just reconstructing the past. He argues that 

reconstruction is possible because past experiences condition 

the present. "The "continuities of space-time" are the 

contexts of experience and are made up of sequences of 

activities" (Maines et a1.: 1983:163). Mead further argues, 

"the order within which things happen and appear conditions 

that which will happen and appear ll (Maines et al.:1983:237). 

vlhen adoptive parents establish the sequence of reconstructed 
symbols that will form the family!s socially shared past, this 

sequence conditions connections with future sequences of 

activities. These activities thus form the structure for 

continuity. 

This dimension may be examined through the adoptive 

parents' construction of the sequence of the child's life 

story. This representation of continuity can be differentiated 

from the discontinuity ~hich could arise if the sequence and 

conditions of the past life story were not laid in the 

present, thereby forming the groundwork for the future. An 

adoptive family might then find itself involved in mere 

passage of time, with no solid connections to build 

continuity. 
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(3) The symbolically reconstructed past 

The symbolically reconstructed past, the third dimension, 

also implies a process which links the past with the present 

and with the future. It assumes that there must be a IIchosen" 

beginning point in the reconstruction of the past. In my 

interpretation of the theory, although the "facts" of the past 

may be- known, they do not necessarily have to be acknowledged 

in the reconstruction of the past. The goal of this research 

is to explore whether, within the Romanian adoptive family 

there may be two possible symbolically reconstructed 

beginnings that parents choose when they undertake the social 

construction of the family's past. They may begin with the 

child's Romanian cultural and birth history, or they may begin 

at the point at which the adoptive family came together. Mead 

argued that this process of symbolically reconstructing the 

past helps to redefine the meaning of past actions so that 
these actions allow an individual to give meaning to his/her 

present actions. Ultimately, continuity is created. This 

allows the individual to direct future-related goals. With 

regard to the adoptive family, the theory behind the 

symbolically reconstructed past can be closely linked to the 

successful creation of a socially shared past. 

The experiences of both the children's known pasts and 

unknown pasts become symbols that parents may use in order to 

build their children's stories in the present, all the while 

sharing these new experiences as a family. As part of this 

process, parents are working to develop a continuity that 

allows for the anticipation of future-related goals, such as 

the expectation of the children's future questions concerning 

their beginnings. Of course, this does not imply that parents 

are able to control the future. However it does give them a 
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way of planning and preparing for future goal-related 

activities. 

A distinction can be made in the theory between, first, 

the reconstruction of the children's cultural pasts as one way 

to create socially shared pasts, and, second, the 

reconstruction of the past which begins with the coming 

together of the adoptive family. HOffmann-Riem (1990:223), a 

noted German researcher, argues that: "Familiarity with the 

entire biographical history probably makes it easier to 

decipher the meaning of a'great deal of the child's action 

than does being cut off from the biological start to the 

child's life". This passage suggests the importance of 

reconstructing the children's biological and cultural pasts. 

This reconstruction is considered positive because it is 

believed to enhance family continuity and integration and to 

promote the childrenis self-identity. Although studies have 

shown that a reconstruction of the cultural past is an 
essential element in the formation of children's identity 

(McCclm:1993), some Canadian adoptive parents may decide not 

to incorporate their children's Romanian culture into the 

family's socially shared past. On the other hand, they may 

include Romanian cultural celebrations within their family 

tradition. 

( 4) The mythical past ~ 

The mythical past, the fourth dimension in Maines and his 

colleagues (1983) interpretation, contains the fictitious 

creations which are not empirically grounded~ yet may 

materially affect social relationships because they suggest 

ways of thinkin91 such as the belief that something is real, 

or that it was meant to be. Mythical pasts are created 
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precisely for purposes of establishing validity, and so 

contributing to the continuity of the family's actions. For 
example, the notion that God brought the adoptive family 

together may be considered to be a part of the mythical past. 

For Mead, mythical pasts are "purposeful creations which 

control and shape behaviour" (Maines et al.:1983:164). Pasts 
may be considered mythical because they belong "to the realm 

of ideation, but have practical value in solving situational 
problems" (Maines et al:1983:164). Mead's theory describes 
myths as past explanations that are based partly on truth, and 

partly to establish validity of the past, present and future. 
The mythical past may be considered a useful tool in the 

interactive process which allows anticipation of continuous or 
future actions. For example, this mythical past allows the 
family to adjust to present situations by establishing a 

continuity with the past. Mythical pasts become valid for 

individuals because they are formed through an interactive 
process that allows people to anticipate continuous actions. 

Maines and his colleagues (1983:165) argued that "if a past is 
created which believably "fitsn with other pasts, presents and 

-futures and is acted upon as such, it is real II. 

The theory behind the mythical past can be linked to 

Thomas' definition of the situation. Thomas (1951) argued that 

human behaviour occurs in terms of what is thought to exist. 

As with a mythical- past, what one remembers from the past to 

be true in the present becomes real in its consequences. It is 
these present belie'fs that will be built upon in the future. 

In reconstructing the past, adoptive families are able to make 
sense of unexpected experiences by relating them back to past 

experiences. This aids the parents in preserving their sense 

of continuity. 
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In conducting research on how families construct a 

socially shared past, time becomes an essential element. The 

assumption is that both the past and the future have a 

hypothetical existence for an individual in the present - the 
past through one's memory and the future in one's 

anticipation. In the case of adoptive families, it is the 

adoptive mothers who are primarily responsible for connecting 
events in their children's past experiences and in the 
family's shared experiences into a continuous process. 

Maines and his colleagues (1983) have concluded that 
Mead's theory of the past is a useful framework for organizing 
a wide array of sociological interests and problems. A review 

of the literature relating to this theory discloses a fairly 
comprehensive review of the theoretical issues involved. 

However, little empirical research has been conducted using 

this theory. Denzin (1987) argues that recent social 
psychological theories,· with few exceptions, have either 

ignored or not given explicit attention to the concept of 

time. According to Denzin and other social theorists, such as 
Flaherty (1987), Maines (1987), and Charmaz (1989), the 

significance of the neglected dimension of temporality in 

social psychology lies in what Mead (1982) refers to as a 

"s.pecious present". It is specious because of its elusive 
qualities. Mead (1964:336) argues that "our pasts are always 

mental in the same manner in which the futures that lie in our 

imaginations ahead of us are mental". This idea stems from his 

belief in the creative qualities of human nature in 

interpersonal relationships (Flaherty, 1987 :.146). Flaherty, in 

his study of the neglected dimensions of temporality in social 

psychology, claims that there is a tendency to look upon the 
past as nothing more than a set of irrevocable facts. However, 
Mead recognizes that the past is continually being redefined 
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by individuals. This allows for improvisation. He quotes Mead 

(1964:323) who claimed that "the past is a working hypothesis 
that has validity in the present within which it works." 

Flaherty (1987:147) notes that it is clearly not enough 

to look at the artifacts of temporality, such as schedules and 
calendars. Rather, it is necessary to examine the'junctures or 

disjunctures between both individual and social 
interpretations of temporality. There must be a commitment to 
look at the social conduct which people weave together in 
encounters. He suggested that temporality is shaped by the 

forms and processes ,of social interaction. As Maines and his 

colleagues observe in the symbolically reconstructed past, 
individuals use past experiences as symbols upon which they 

build in the present. However, these actions are always 
directed towards the anticipation of future related goals. In 

my research, adoptive parents might create continuities that 
allo~ for the anticipation of future ~elated goals. The 
parents might try to imagine what comes next, but the future 

may surprise them. Moreover, the parents' actions must also be 

timed to fit in with their children's needs and the SOCiety in 

which they. live. 

Maines (1987) claimed that an incorporation of up-to-date 
conceptions of temporality into sociological work will 

contribute to a better understanding of human social life. The 
use of the theory of the past in an empirical study of the 

construction of socially shared pasts within adoptive families 

can provide us with a deeper understanding of the adoptive 

family's social integration process as they incorporate the 

child'S past into their present experience, and in 

anticipation of future goals. 
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According to Katovich & Couch (1992), Mead (1934,1938) 
claimed that present action is compared to one or more 

imagined futures, and becomes encased in a temporal framework, 

moving toward a projected objective. They go on to argue that 

one task that confronts researchers. is the need to specify how 
the interface between social pasts in relation to joint acts 

and anticipations of jOint acts in the future are accomplished 
(Katovich & Couch:1992:44). The authors answered this question 
by asserting that it is not enough to rely on the present to 

explain social life. The past and future also need to be woven 
into the present by the actors for action to occur in the 

present. This interface is often accomplished by use of a 
discourse. Indeed, it is largely through discourse that 

different memories and views of pasts and futures are resolved 
in the present. 

Those researchers, who have used Mead's theory of the 
past in their research, have shown that their findings support 

the claims made by Mead and by other more current theorists. 
For instance, Denzin(1987) examines the phenomenon of "first

time througtu;tess", which describes how social events are 

experienced in real time. Multiple "readings" of a made-for

television film titled "Under The Influence" are used as 
evidence to support his conclusion that "the lived orderliness 

of everyday life rests on the sense of history that first-time 

thoroughness gives to pr.ob1ematic and taken-for-granted 

interactional experiences" (Denzin:1987:1). In the 
researchers' first reading of the film, time is the central 

topic. The experien'ces of the actors are dealt with in 

temporal sequencing; projection of futures, failed actions in 

the present and with the past. However, after repeated 

viewings of the film, it became clear to the researchers that 
the explanatory variable was the historicity of 



16 

interpretations. Specifically, the situated readings of the 

film built on one another. A single, first reading lacked this 
history. Denzin argued that this interpretive temporal feature 

of social life has received little attention in the social 
psychological literature. A theory that does not allow for the 

workings of the meaning of time cannot speak to the question 

of 'How society is pos.sible' . (3) Denzin further claims that 
the activity of interpretation gives a sense of "historicity" 
to everyday life. This is what provides the grounds for the 

conclusions that individuals make about their experiences. 

Charmaz (1989) takes this theory a step further in 
studying how one's experience with chronic illness changes the 

meaning of the past, present and future. She argues that the 

theory of time is not a static assumption, but rather~ one of 
shifting and changing reconstructions. People need to take, 
from their pasts, presents and futures images, and events 
which not only fit their views of their own selves and 

society, but also which explain and account for them 
(Charmaz:1989:140). Charmaz concludes that focusing on time 

may reveal under which conditions people move from their 

remembered pasts and create altered views for their present 

experiences and anticipated futures. 

In her book The Adopted Child, Hoffmann-Riem (1990),(4) 

describes how the structure of adopted family life 

demonstrates how members of a SOCiety "decipher" the past· 

which exists in the present. She claims that the generally 

unknown past of the adopted child triggers intensive 

reconstruction work. Hoffmann-Riem's study considers how 

adoptive parents set about reconstructing their adopted 

child's past within the framework of attempting to solve 
specific problems. In doing so, she addresses the fundamental 
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problem addressed by Mead, the problem of how the past is 

restated in the present as conditioning for the future 
(Hoffmann-Riem:1990:223). 

To sum up, these theorists claim that in human 
interaction there is a retrospective and prospective 

interpretation and that interactions assume a historicity from 
the beginning. Similarly, Hoffmann-Riem (1990) found that as 
adoptive. parents reconstructed their children's biographies, 

the unknown past became more and more extensive. She 
documented how the focus of parental reconstruction shifted as 
the awareness of knowledge became greater. In trying to solve 

a spe.cific problem, parents realized that they had to figure 
out much of the history for themselves. In other words, given 

the lack of factual information, they had to make their own 
interpretations using the information they had. These 

interpretations enabled them to account for and to explain 
their present situations in order to be able to anticipate 
their future interactional goals. In terms of my research with 

Romanian adoptive mothers, it becomes apparent that focusing 

theoretically on "time" may reveal whether and under which 
conditions mothers incorporate remembered pasts or create 

altered views, as Charmaz (1989) suggests 0 It follows that 

Mead's theory, as interpreted by Maines and his colleagues 
(1983), will necessarily incorporate all four of the implied 

dimensions as integral parts of the continuous process of time 

and temporality. 

Focusing on adoptive mothers' perceptions of their 

adoptive experiences will shed some light on what is involved 

in the creation of socially shared pasts in these families. As 

part of this process, it will be necessary to consider Kirk's 
adoptive kinship theory and, in particular, his concepts of 
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acknowledgement and rejection of difference. Specifically, 

mothers' perceptions will be qUite different, depending on 
whether they accept or reject the differences inherent in 

adoptive parenthood. The next section deals with Kirk's 

dichotomy and explores its relevance for this research. 

III) Kirk's Theory of Adoptive Kinship 

In 1953, Kirk conducted a mail survey of 97 Canadian and 

American adoptive couples' self-attitudes and experiences with 
the community. He concluded that the success of adoptive 
familyhood lay in acknowledging the difference between 

adoptive and biological parenthood. The theory stressed that 

the acceptance of society's construction of adoptive parent 
status aided adoptive parents in constructing a socially 

shared past with their children. The reconstruction of the 

past must have included this acknowledgement of difference on 
the part of the adoptive parents first, and then later on with 

the children. 

Kirk's book Shared Fate(1964), is the culmination of ten 

years of adoption research involving some 2,000 Canadian and 

American adoptive families. He observed that there are two 

types of attitudes towards adoption that relate to the success 
of long-term adoptive placements. His research revealed that 

adoptive parents either.acknowledge that their situation is 

different from that of biological parents (acknowledgement-of

difference), thus helping to create strong parent-child bonds, 

or deny that their 'situation is different from that of 

biological parents (rejection-of-difference), resulting in 

poor communication with subsequent disruptive results for the 

adoptive family (c.f.Kirk,1964:98). 
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Mead emphasized the importance of the social nature of 

the past, the idea that continuity cannot exist independently 

of acting persons. Kirk(1981:8) has also argued that "other 

people, and their attitudes and views, are the social 

environment which in large measure directs our thinking of 

ourselves and our lives." Kirk's research, which is an inquiry 

into the ways in which adoptive parents experience and adjust 

to others' attitudes towards their adoptive status, led him to 

assert that many parents did, in fact, deny the culturally 

given difference between adoptive and biological families 

(Kirk:1981:8). Kirk questioned this 'rejection of difference' 

in terms of the consequences it might have on parents, and on 

parent-child relationships. The result of this rejection, he 

argued is diminished communication and, therefore, a lower 

level of solidarity within the family. Later, this might 

result in identity problems for the child. What is argued to 

be most desirable then for a successful adoptive family 

relationship is the acknowledgment of difference. Kirk 

(1981:xv) suggested that: 

given that the adoptive situation is ob~ectively 

different from the situation of the family based 

on consanguinity, the solidarity of the adoptive 

family's membership is enhanced when their atypical 

reality is acknowledged in their daily relationship •. 

In discussing the qilemmas of adoptive parenthood, Kirk 

highlighted situational discrepancies for families which lead 

to parental 'role handicaps I (S)(Kirk:1984:36). He argued that, 

while adoptive parents must adjust their outlook on parenting 

from one of expecting to be birth parents, to becoming 

adoptive parents, they also encounter clues to the outlooks of 

others around them. Kirk's research has shown that this makes 
the adjustment more difficult for adoptive parents. Social and 
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cultural attitudes may make adoptive parents less confident of 

their parenting abilities and may lead them to regard adoptive 
parenthood as being less valuable than biological parenthood, 

thus creating role handicaps. These role handicaps serve as 
barriers to the parents' goal of integrating their child into 

the family unit. The success of this integration will have a 

major impact on how the children's cultural identities will 
eventually be presented to them. 

Kirk (1984:45) argued that adoptive parents will work 
harder at this integration, which is taken for granted in 

biological families. Kirk also explored another concept that 
is closely linked to integration. This is the concept of 

differentiation. The idea is that, once the child truly feels 
part of the family, and has experienced solid attachments and 

love, he or she is ready for opportunities of independence. 
Once parents have reached this stage, "we may now state the 
normal parental goal in our society as one that involves 

progressive differentiation of their children on a firmly 

established base of integration" (Kirk:1984:45). 

Applications in Empirical Research 

Miall (1989) has documented a number of research studies 

that support Kirk's concept of the relationship between family 

stability and acknowledgement-of-difference. Researchers 

characterized acknowledgement-of-difference respondents as 

having more stable and realistic self concepts (Carroll:1964: 
114-115), and as be'ing less dogmatic and more flexible 

(cf.Jaffee & Fanshel:1970). 

Kaye (1990) conducted a psychological study which 
explored Kirk's concept of the dimensions of acknowledgement 
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versus rejection of difference.(~) The sample consisted of 

forty intact, racially homogeneous families with at least one 
teenage child who was adopted before age two. The parents were 

interviewed with their adopted adolescents, and then each 
separately. Kaye's interest in comparing these families with 

one another was to investigate both the relevance of Kirk's 

coping strategies of parents a generation later, and to 
explore how the parents and children "process" the emotional 

content of their experiences as an adoptive family 
(Kaye:1990:122). Kaye concluded that Kirk's mutually exclusive 

categories of either an acknowledgement or a rejection of 
difference remains relevant. However, as this is a generation 

tQ~t is far less secretive about adoption, many subtleties 
were found in the parents' coping strategies which could be 

better distinguished on a continuum. of a "high to low" level 
of acknowledgement or rejection of difference. Acknowledgement 

of difference was at the high end of the continuum. and 
rejection of difference was at the low end. Kaye explained his 

findings as follows: 
The fact that we did not find a unidimensional 
continuum of high versus low distinguishing among 

these parents does not mean we failed to see much 

'rej~ction of differences'. It means that what we 

saw was more subtle and multifaceted than the 

literature suggests (Kaye:1990:132). 

In one instance, for example, Kaye described how a mother 

handled a particular crisis with her daughter. The girl asked, 

"Do I have two mothers?" The mother had been telling her 

daughter from infancy that she was adopted so that she would 

grow up knowing her Situation, and not suffer shock later. 

But, the mother answered her daughter's question by explaining 
to her what a mother does, such as helping her, making her 
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clothes and shopping. She then asked her daughter; "okay, how 

many mothers do you have that do those things for you?" Kaye 
concluded that the way in which the mother answered the 

question revealed a rejection of difference because she 

omitted from her answer that there was another woman who gave 
birth to the daughter. Over the course of this conversation, 

the mother's comments which would be rated as 'low levels of 
distinguishing' were equal in number to 'high distinguishing' 

codes. In other words, an adoptive parent, when acknowledging 
the difference between adoptive and biological parenthood, may 
not acknowledge all aspects of the differences inherent in 

adoptlveparenthood. What Kaye suggested was that there was no 
evidence that a finding of 'low distinguishing' should be 

equated with "rejection" or "denial". Instead, the terms imply 
that all adoptive families experience many differences. This 

mother told her-daughter she.was adopted, but also chose not 

to discuss with her details of her birth. mother's existence. 

This recent literature contributes a great deal to our 

understanding of recent changes in attitudes towards adoption. 
However, Kaye's (1990) research focused only on the adolescent 

stage of the family life cycle. My study has focused on 

adoptive mothers' perceptions during the period when they are 
in the process of shaping and creating their young family's' 

socially shared past. This will allow for a greater 

understanding of their actual experiences and will show why 

and when they choose to act the way they do. It will also 

serve to correct a substantive deficit in the literature. 

Moreover, the theoretical significance of these findings may 

go beyond' adoption. They may also have relevance for the 

general study of family processes and their impact on 

children's development. 
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Theoretically, Kirk's concept of acknowledgement or 

rejection of difference only addresses the relationship 
between adoptive parents and their children, and how the 

adoptive situation is managed within the family. For example, 

is the child told about his/her adoption? Do the families 
celebrate the children's adoption anniversaries or any of the 

children's cultural ceremonies? This point of view may not 
extend to the relationship between adoptive mothers and the 

community at large. As Miall (1989) has concluded, "it is 
conceivable that an individual acknowledging the difference at 

home might present a different performance when in public." 
Kirk himself argues that these categories are not mutually 

exclusive. Parents may fall into both categories dependent 

upon the issues with which they are faced. Adoptive parents' 
experiences are informed by the attitudes of others in society 

towards their adoptive status. If the attitude is negative, 
parents may deny the culturally given difference between 
adoptive and biological families (Kirk:1981:8). This 

situation," which includes both acknowledgement and rejection 
of difference may have an effect on the stability and 

integration of the family. 

This proposition d~serves closer attention particularly 

when one considers dramatic changes that have occurred in 
areas relating to adoption. Over the past two decades, women's 

roles in society have br.oadened to include roles other than 

motherhood. This in itself may make adoption a more acceptable 

way of building a family. As Miall (1989) has pointed out, 
women may no longer" have to "prove" themselves through 

personal reproduction, and they may then be willing to 

acknowledge the difference in adoption, both in the public and 

in the private domain. It is important to re-examine Kirk's 
adoptive kinship theory in the context of these social 
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changes. There is a link between the theories of Mead and Kirk 

with regard to the importance of both continuity and process 

in the creation of socially shared pasts. The cultural notion 

of adoption as second best may constitute a role handicap for 

adoptive parents. It requires "ingenuity to cope with 

impediments" (Kirk:l981:9). One of the known risks faced by 

adoptive parents is stigmatization. Indeed, the stigma of the 

adoptive status may play an important role in establishing how 

adoptive parents. create socially shared pasts with their 

families. Consideration will now be given to that possibility. 

IV) Goffman's Theory of Social Stigma 

According to Goffman (1963), stigma refers to ~n 

attribute that is deeply discrediting. A stigma is a special 

kind of relationship between attribute and stereotype, which 
is created by society;s beliefs. Goffman identified three 

types of stigma: (a) stigma due to physical deformities, 

(b) blamishes of individual character, for instance, those 

inferred by mental disorder, addiction, or dishonesty, and 

(c) a tribal stigma of race, nation and religion, which is 

transmitted through lineage. What these three types ot stigma 

possess is an undesired differentness. 

Goffman (1963) pre~ented the idea that stigma is a social 

construct, a reflection of the culture itself, rather than a 

property of individuals, and that the "normal" and the 

'stigmatized' are not persons but, rather, perspectives. 

Goffman (1963:32) argued that people who are stigmatized 

experience a unique socialization process. One phase of this 

process includes the learning of the standpOint of the 

"normal". 
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This involves incorporating the beliefs of society into one's 

own. Next, individuals learn that they possess a stigma and 
the social consequences of that stigma. These phases Goffman 

(1963:33) stresses, "form important patterns which establish 
the foundation for later development, and provide a means of 

distinguishing among the moral careers available to the 
stigmatized." 

The issue of children and stigma were of special interest 
for Goffman (1963:91). He argued that parents may seem to 
protect their children from stigma by ignoring the social 

realities that the children may have to face. When children 
venture out into society, they do so as unwitting 'passerst, 

particularly if the stigma is not immediately apparent. The 
children's parents, then, are faced with a dilemma with regard 

to information management. On the one hand, the children may 

be informed about the stigma when they start to attend school. 
However, they may not be mature enough to understand the 

information, and may disclose the information to those who 
need not know. On the other hand, if children are not told, 

they may not be prepared for possible consequen~es o~ a 

stigma. Moreover, children may be informed by strangers, who 

may not take the time or care required to present the 
situation in a constructive and hopeful light. This issue is 

closely related to Kirk's conclusions on acknowledgement and 

rejection of difference .. According to Kirk, if adoptive 

parents demonstrate a rejection of difference, this will lead 

to the ill-preparedness of the children to cope with societal 

beliefs about adoption later on, thus interfering with the 

children's healthy sense of identity. 

In considering efforts of individuals to manage stigma, 
Goffman (1963:6) claimed that the idea of stigma is simply 
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inapplicable to some people. It is possible ... 

for an individual to fail to live up to what we 
effectively demand of him, and yet be relatively 

untouched by his failure; insulated by his 

alienation, protected by identity beliefs of his 

own, he feels that he is a full-fledged human 
being, and that we are the ones who are not quite 

human. 
Using this technique of stigma management, the stigma is 
simply ignored. However, there are other techniques 'whereby 

many stigmatized individuals learn to deal more directly with 
their stigma. For instance, some individuals concern 

themselves with modes of adjustment to situations in which 

they are in contact with those who are not stigmatized. In 
these situations, stigma management becomes a social matter, 

and efforts must be made by the stigmatized iridividual_to 
control or influence the information that others may have 
concerning the stigma. 

According to Pfuhl (1986:157), there are three main 

techniques for the management of stigma. First, one may try to 

avoid the disclosure of damaging information. One example 

concerns parents who shield their children from social 
consequences. The second technique involves trying to make the 

already disclosed information less obtrusive and less 

stigmatizing. The third.technique entails trying to bring 

about changes in the traditional meaning of the stigma. 

Regardless of which technique is used; Pfuhl argues that 

successful stigma management requires one to influence the 

social construction of reality. Reconstructing dominant social 

reality demands that one make an effort to counter the popular 

beliefs of the consequences that concern the stigmatized, as 
well as contesting the existing stereotypes and myths of the 
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stigmatized group. 

Pfuhl (1986:183) also claimed that the creation of new 

social realities was intended to have either instrumental or 

symbolic consequences, such as changes in public policy that 
are consistent with the moral meanings sought by the 

stigmatized. Thus, techniques of stigma management may reveal, 
conceal or alter information, dependent upon how adoptive 

parents choose to manage the situation. This empirical 
question needs to be addressed. 

The concept of stigma management can be related to the 

construction of the adopted children's lifebooks.(7) The idea 
of constructing lifebooks, or memory books, was introduced by 

the Metropolitan Toronto Catholic Children's Aid SOCiety. The 
purpose behind the creation of this book was to give adopted 

children realistic views of their pasts. Thus, a child would 
have a foundation with which to build a future. Studies 
suggest that children have a great need to know as much as 

possible about their lives and families. Constructing 

lifebooks is an ongoing process. Parent may begin at birth or 

before and go on collecting more memories and informa~ion to 
give continuity to the children's lives. Thus, lifebooks may 

or may not be constructed to avoid social stigma. 

It is possible tha~ adoptive parents of Romanian children 

do not perceive a stigma associated with their social status. 

It can be argued that the status of adoptive parenthood does 
not fit any of Goffman's types of stigma. Or, it may be that 

adopted children may feel more of a stigma, while their 
parents may not perceive a stigma associated with being 

members of an adoptive family. They may however perceive a. 
difference in family formation from that of a family formed 
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biologically. This speculation deserves attention as social 

values with regard to the family are constantly changing. 

Sociological research suggests that there is a social 

construction of stigma around adoption present in Canadian 

society and that this may complicate the integration of the 

adoptive family, both within the family unit and in the larger 

community. Many studies (Kraft et al:1980, Smith & Miroff: 

1981, Kirk:1984) have shown that in our culture "the 

biological blood tie is important for bonding and love, 

therefore bonding and love in adoption are viewed as second 

best; and adoptive parents are not real parents" 

(Miall:1987:34). According to Schnieder (1968:24), this blood 

tie is conceptualized as being indissoluble and mystical. It 

is seen as transcending legal or other kinship relationships. 

Kirk (1981:98-111) conducted research which provides evidence 

that "adoptive kinship in the nuclear family is not the 
equivalent of consanguineal kinship;;. Miall (1987j notes that 

emphasis on the indissoluble nature of blood ties may relegate 

adoption as an institution to the status of "cultural 

fiction". Thus, although adoption may establish kinship in 

law, the blood relationship is culturally defined as being an 

objective fact of nature, conveying the message that adoptive 

parents are not real parents. Miall (1987:283) also argues 

that "spcial values" surrounding adoption may have as much 

relevance for the succe~s or failure of an adoption as the 

parents' modes of coping." 

Public admission of adoptive status, then, may result in 

stigmatization for the family. Miall's research also reveals 

that "in a society that values biological kinship ties, the 

lack of a blood tie between a mother and her children may be 

an attribute which is discrediting or stigmatizing to her 
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(Miall:1987:35). If adoptive parents, mothers in particular, 

perceive stigma or are stigmatized in society, it will follow 

that their relationships with their children will be affected 
in some respect. 

Goffman's (1963) argument for establishing patterns for 

future development supports Kirk's concept of family 

integration. Kirk argued strongly for the importance of 

continuity in adoptive familyhood and, Miall (1987), in using 

Goffman's notion of stigma to look at adoption, found that 

there are negative consequences related to discontinuity. For 

instance, an adoptive mother who perceives a social stigma 

around adoption may reject the difference inherent in adoptive 

parenthood as a means of managing the information and of 

avoiding stigmatization for her family. A discontinuity may 

develop due to this rejection within the family or between the 

family and the larger community or both. 

Gorfman (1959) argued that impression management involves 

the presentation of a "front" that is created by managing 

information about oneself in order to convey socially 

acceptable ·conduct, to maximize social approval and to 

l11.in:i.mi~~ Q.ie;~;-OVClI. (81 P1J.rEl!lts ac::1gl5)wlE!dgj.Ilg t}l~ 

difference in adoption in the home may reject the difference 

in public or vice versa. It is this issue that Miall (1987) 

explores and she concluges that one important reason adoptive 

parents may have for "concealment" of adoption information is 

a fear of rejection by their children or society in general 

(Miall:1987:285). 

The social stigma around adoption is reflected in the 

patterns of speech and societal mores. Common proverbs like 

"Blood is thicker than water", or the terms used to describe 
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birth parents- "natural", which assumes that· adoptive 

parenting is unnatural, "real", which implies that adoptive 

parents are not real parents and "own" children versus 
adopted- adoptive parents are not raising their own children 

but someone else's implies that adoptive parenthood is an 

inferior form of parenthood (Smith & Miroff:1981). These terms 
are used, not just by lay persons, but also by professionals 
working in the adoption field, who are seemingly unaware of 

the "biological chauvinism they are fostering" (Smith & 
Miroff:1981:25). The authors also report that some apparently 

positive attitudes suggest some doubt about the legitimacy of 

adoption. Subtle comments .such as "how lucky for the child to 
have parents like you!" are often made. Comments of this 
nature reinforce a "rescue fantasy" by implying that the· child 

was born of "inadequate parents" or was rescued from a life of 
neglect. Remarks like this are rarely made to biological 

parents. They usually hear such cOllunents as "how lucky you are 
to have such a beautiful child!" (Smith &: Miroff:1981:26). 

Kirk, in his study of community attitudes towards 

adoption (1953), found that nine out of ten couples heard 

remarks such as "Isn't it wonderful of you to have taken in 
this child" or "this child looks so much like you that s/he 

could be your own". Four out of five were asked, "Tell me, 

what do you know about the child's background?" One out of two 

parents were told the following; "He is a darling baby and 
after all, you never know how your own will turn out". One out 

6f three heard "How lucky you didn't have to go through the 

trouble of pregnancy like I did." One out of five heard· "How 

well you care for the child, just like a real mother!" (Smith 

& Miroff:1981:26).(.2') These comments, also noted by Bartholet 
found that the language surrounding adoption also gives the 

message: 
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... adoptive parenting relationships are less powerful, 

less meaningful, less loving than blood relationships. 

Adoptive parents are commonly asked "What made you decide 
to adopt'?" and are commonly told "What a good thing for 

you to have done". The clear implication is that people 
would not adopt for the same reasons that they would 

produce a child - they would not expect to enjoy the same 

pleasures or experience the same kind Of giving-and
getting relationship (Bartholet:1993:167). 

Bartholet (1993:168) observed that the media coverage of 

adoption reinforces negative stereotypes. For example, popular 
elements of reports on Romanian adoption have been the stories 
about the improper removal of children from birth parents, and 

the existence of alleged baby-buying rings. These characterize 
prospective parents and adoption agents as breaking laws in 

order to place children. Bartholet concluded that the main 
point of these stories is that the adoptions have created a 
..... -~-.;- s.; ....... _ ..... .:_- .c: __ -" .: ____ , ___ ...:1' 
..... a'::l~'"" ~ .. ua. .. ~vu . .LV,," Q.L.I. .LJ.J.VV.l.V'=U. At the other extreme, 
adoption is viewed in more positive terms. Adoptive parents 

are shown being congratulated. by relatives and friends, baby 
gifts are sent,' showers are given and the occasion is publicly 

recognized. It is important to investigate how parents 

perceive the ways in which their adoptions are perceived in 

society. At present, there appear to be many more negative 

social beliefs relating.to adoption than positive ones. 
Reviewing experiences of.recent Romanian adoptive families 

will help to establish the extent to which these notions are 

perceived and experienced. 

. The general societal context is not the only concern in 

considering adoption and stigma. An "environment of 
sentiments" also surrounds an adoptive mother which may 
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reflect the values of the larger society (Kirk:1964:17). This 
environment "has at its core a mode of thought which 

identifies genuine parenthood as a chain of child-bearing and 
child-rearing" (Kirk:1964:32). Miall (1987) notes that the 

announcement of adoption may be met with disappointment, 
surprise or sympathy from parents, immediate family and 

friends. For example, Fiegelman & Silverman (1983:131) 

investigated how the immediate associates of adoptive parents 
reacted to· the adoption of Colombian-born children. Although 

the results clearly show that the parents encountered very low 
levels of social antagonism, some antagonism was present. The 

authors concluded that Colombian children received about as 
much social support and approval as would probably be 

encountered by adoptive parents of white, American-born 
children. Parents of Korean children received intermediate 
levels of positive response, while the least support and 

approval were experienced by the white parents of black 
adoptees. 

These results indicate that not only does there appear to 
be some stigma surrounding the issues of adoption as second 

best and the lack of a biological blood tie, but there also 

seems to be more likelihood of experiencing stigma around the 
issues of race and identity, particularly among those adoptive 

families that physically "look ll different. 

Pfuhl (1980) has argued that voluntary associations, 

established by those who have been stigmatized serve an 

important stigma management function. Initially, these 

associations were made up of groups of alcoholics, gamblers, 

the overweight, the aged and the mentally disabled who sought 

to establish organizations to help them with the problems 
associated with stigmatization and deviance. The recent 
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increase in the number and types of support groups has been 

linked to social change. Specifically, change has occurred in 

the definition of some forms of stigma, by promoting an image 

of the deviant as something other than a "sinner whose 

consignment to hell is a foregone conclusion" 

(Becker:1970:343). The changing reality of stigmatization has 

paved the way for increased organizational activity among 

different segments of the population. 

Within the wide array of voluntary associations, 

Pfuhl(1980:173) differentiates between expressive and 

instrumental groups depending on the method members use to 

achieve an objective. Expressive groups exist primarily to 

serve members by offering social and recreational activities, 

information, and services. Adaptation is promoted and support 

is offered to all individuals who share the association. 

Instra~ntal groups exert social influence.to maintain or 

create conditions or change, as well as to benefit members. 

Unlike expressive groups, instrumental groups seek to remove 

the stigma that is caused by their differences. 

Goffman (1963:24) argues "that the members of a 

particular stigma category will have a tendency to come 

together into small social groups whose members all derive 

from the categoryll. Thus, support groups may give rise to 

shared feelings while o~fering members a sense of validation 

which society may riot offer. Although these groups may vary, 

it is clear that most grow out of friendship, and networks 

which constitute a 'part of the stigmatized subculture 

(Pfuhl: 1980) . 

According to Pfuhl (1980) groups occur and are organized 

for two main purposes: (1) A sense of dissatisfaction with 
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some part of the status quo. Dissatisfaction usually arises 

out of individual and collective experience, particularly 

experiences linked with stigma. Relations among like-minded 
members may lead to the awareness of the need for change. 

(2) The quest for change which must be viewed by the members 
as an attainable goal. Together, the members may be said to be 
searching for meaning and change. 

According to Goffman (1963), stigma has the potential to 
be both stigmatizing and inspiring. Herman and Miall (1990) 
have also argued that there are positive consequences of 

stigma, such as experiencing personal growth as a result of 
managing stigma, strengthening family ties and enjoying social 

interaction with others who are labelled. (10) Clearly, self
help support groups offer members a safe place to socialize 

with other similarly situated families. Zimmerman (1977) 
argued that one way to look at the impact of a stigma on the 
social world of actors was to examine the changes in 

relationships from the beginning of the career and follow it 
through the process of social integration. This proposition 

deserves closer attention. The above studies have shown that 

stigma need not be viewed simply as a negative label. In fact, 

s;c.>!fie~uppo~t. ~!,oup_lUembers _!!lay _no~~l.e~ their stat.us _as _ 
negative at all. 

Goffman's argument. that individuals establish patterns 

which form the basis for future action supports both Mead's 

theory of the past and Kirk's concept of integration. All 
three theorists argue for the importance of continuity in 

human life and, just as importantly, the negative consequences 

of discontinuity. Theoretically, it is important to examine 

these theories for these reasons: (1) Maines and his 
colleagues's (1983) interpretation of Mead's theory of the 
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past has not been examined empirically to any great extent. 

The authors argued that each of the four implied dimensions of 

the theory are integral parts of the continuous process of 
reconstructing the past in the present. They provide the link 

in grounding sociological theory with real life experiences, 

and in this case, with Romanian adoptive families. There is a 
need to test this theory empirically in order to ascertain 

whether these four dimensions together do provide the link or 
whether the process consists of a combination of some of these 
dimensions. (2) Kirk's adoptive kinship theory assumes 

another relevance for the adoptive family, given the greater 

emphasis that is now being placed on adoption disclosure in 
the screening process. These changes call for a reevaluation 
of the present theory, as well as further investigation.· (3) 

The notion of adoption as a stigmatizing circumstance for the 
family is a fairly recent construction. It· r·equires further 

examination in a variety of adoptive situations in order to 
see whether differences emerge in family and societal 
perceptions. The more recent investigations of Herman and 

Miall (1990) into the positive effects of stigma on the 
adoptive family also requires further empirical testing in 

order to better understand the extent of its relevance to the 
process of family and social integration. For instance, a 

--- -------------- ---- -------------- --------- --------- ------------

stigma may allow individuals in a self-help support group to 

enjoy heightened interpersonal social interaction with other 

like-minded individuals~ Stigmatized individuals may find this 
type of support positive. 

Substantively, ·the following issues around adoption will 

also be explored: 
(1) How does the construction of a socially shared past 

relate to the acknowledgement or rejection of difference 
as observed by Kirk in his study of adoptive families? 
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(2) To what extent is this construction used to integrate 
the family, despite their different origins? 

(3) How is this construction used as a strategy to manage 
social stigma (which mayor may not be perceived by 

the adoptive parents?) 

(4) Does the adoptive family incorporate these differences 

from the past, and how do they use them to enhance their 
present and future family life? 

In the next chapter, consideration is given to the 
research literature which informs the study of adoption. 
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CHAPTER 2 

ADOPTION: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

INTRODUCTION 

In her American study of adoption and the family, 
Bachrach (1983) has conceptualized adoption as a social 

process that acts as a means of family formation. In this 
sense, adoption does not refer to the simple act of plaCing a 
child with a family. Rather, a process of family and social 

integration occurs within the adoptive family. There are many 

important issues encountered in considering the adoptive 
family_ These issues affect both national and international 

adoptive families. However, there are other issues that are 
unique to international and cross-cultural adoptions, and 
these have not yet been addressed to any great extent in the 

literature. Hibbs (1991), in a recent book on international 
perspectives on adoption, identified the following pertinent 

questions for research. How do adoptees develop and function 

in society with the burden of early rejection from the birth 

fcunil~~_Ho~ _dc:>_ ~he¥ form ~_~ id~nti ty ~en _"i tal_2~netic and 
historical information and cultural community are missing? 
What is the best way to raise children from different cultures 

and/or with special nee~s? 

Adoptive mothers are the ones primarily responsible for 

promoting family arid social integration by connecting their . 

children'S past events and the family's shared experiences 

into a continuous whole. The goal of this research, therefore 

is to study ways in which adoptive mothers of Romanian 
children construct socially shared pasts for their children. 
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(5) In this chapter, I review the research in six areas: 

(1) The prevalence of international adoption in Canada, 

(2) literature on Romanian adoption, (3) socio-demographics of 
international adoptive parents, (4) adjustment of 

international adoptive families, (5)racial and ethnic identity 

of internationally adopted children, and (6) adoption 
disclosure. 

THE PREVALENCE OF INTERNATIONAL ADOPTION IN CANADA 

International adoption has become an important means of 

family formation in Canada in the last two decades. Sobol and 
Daly (1992) have observed that the number of families adopting 

children born outside Canada has grown from less than ten a 
year when records were first kept in 1970 (National Adoption 

Desk) to an estimated 2,400 or more a year in 1991. Sobol & 
Daly (1992) also document that there are two types of 
international adoptions. First, children are brought into 

Canada and subsequently adopted. However, very few of these 
cases are recorded as international adoptions. They are 

grouped with other domestic adoptions. Second, children are 

adopted by Canadian citizens in the children's home countries, 

and_ t!t~~!>!~ugh:t:_to c::an~~~_ a_s_legal_member~_ of _ adopt:i~e __ _ 
families. It is difficult to determine how many of these 
children have come to Canada, because record keeping by the 

federal government for this group only began in late 1991. 

What is clear is that most of the" children from out-of-country 

have different racial and cultural backgrounds from their 
parents. The questi'on for all those" involved in international 

adoptions, and particularly for the adoptive children and 

their parents, is how these cross-racial and cross-cultural 

adoptions actually work. 
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Westhues and Cohen (1994) describe international adoption 

as having occurred in two waves in Canada. The first small 

wave, identified by Alstein and Simon (1987), was comprised 

primarily of children who were orphaned as a result of World 

War II, the Korean War, and those who were fathered by 

soldiers during these times. The second wave, dating from 

1975, resulted from the changes in immigration policy in 1974. 

These new regulations ,permitted children who had their 

adoptions finalized in their home countries to enter Canada 

(Gravel and Roberge:1984). These children have come from poor 

countries, where they had been orphaned, abandoned or 

relinquished for adoption because their'birth families were 

unable to care for them (McDade:1991). These countries include 

Korea, Peru, Brazil, Haiti, and, more recently, Romania (Sobol 

and Daly:1992). 

The reasons ,for international adoption have changed 

dramatically since the mid-seventies. During the first wave of 

international adoption, the strong motivation for adoptive 

parents was thought to be altruism. The parents were seen as 

helping ,a 'child who was in need of a family because of war. 

Many of the adoptive parents had biological children, and 

t:her~L were _many Canadicm children available for adOlltiJ:Ln~At 
the present time, there are more families waiting for children 

than there are adoptable children in Canada. McDade (1991) 

explains that this new ~ituation has come about because of 

changes in abortion legislation, more effective birth control, 

and' an increase in the number of birth mothers who choose to 

parent their children, instead of relinquishing parental 

rights. Consequently, the primary motivation for international 

adoption today is thought to be the desire of infertile 

couples to parent (Westhues and Cohen:1994). 
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Recent studies of Romanian adoption have shown that many 

Romanian children have been adopted into families where there 

are already Canadian-born siblings. In their study· of the 
development of children adopted from Romania, Ames and her 

colleagues (1992) have reported that 74% of the children 

entered homes where Canadian siblings were also present. 

Marcovitch and her colleagues (1994) also found that 62.8% of 
their families adopting Romanian children had at least one 
previous biological or adopted child at the time. This new 

finding refutes the prevalent notion that the primary 
motivation for international adoption is thought to be the 

desire of infertile couples to become parents. 

Westhues and Cohen (1994) raise important issues relating 
to the "morality" and the ethics of international adoption. 

They describe three major ~ositions which have emerged. in the 
adoption debate in C&~ada. These are first, opposition to 
international adoption; second, support for international 

adoption as being positive for all involved; and third, a 
recognition that there are both positive and negative 

features for the sending and receiving countries, and for the 

children, birth parents, and adoptive parents. The arguments 

~C!v8.!lce(t ~y . those whQ~JmQse international adoptiona..r.a:. 
(1) that the rich are exploiting the poor (Alstein and 
Simon:1991), (2) that the children will have a confused sense 

of ethnic and racial identity (Barrett and Aubin:1990, 

McRoy:1991), and (3l that international adoption takes 

pressure off governments to implement economic and social 

changes which would particularly benefit women and children 

(Bartholet:1988, Barrett and Aubin:1990). 

Advocates of international adoption argue that many of 
the children who have been adopted by parents from Western 
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countries would have died of malnutrition, lack of medical 

care or as a consequence of war. It was therefore, in the best 

interest of the child to be adopted. Bowen (1992) has argued 
that adoption meets the needs of infertile couples to parent 

and also relieves the child's country from the expense of 

caring for children whose parents cannot care for them. 
Barrett and Aubin (1990) posit that, in some instances, 

international adoption is a way to help a country deal" with 

the aftermath of a disaster such as an earthquake, a flood or 
a war. 

The third position finds merit in both of the arguments 

presented. Proponents of this position agree that it is in the 
best interest of the child to grow up in a sociocultural 

environment where the child is not racially or culturally 
different. It supports the idea that all countries should have 

the resources to care for their children when the parents are 
unable to do so. This position also asserts that it is better 
for a child to be raised in a family context, with the 

intimacy and stability that this promises, rather than in an 

institution (Westhues and Cohen:1990). The case of the 
adoption of Romanian children touches on all of these issues. 

ROMANIAN ADOPTION: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Adoption has undergone a succession of modifications as 

societal attitudes have changed. Hibbs (1991) documents that 

as early as eighteenth century B.C. in the Babylonian codes of 

Hammurabi, adoption was recognized as a means to ensure an 

heir, to ensure the continuance of business and to perpetuate 

the family name for childless couples. This rationale, which 
suggests adoption was viewed as a way to provide babies for 
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childless couples, predominated in North America until the 

early twentieth century. In the last thirty years, the focus 
has shifted to the best interest of the child and legal 
provisions have been set in place to ensure a stable, 

nurturing environment where a child's physical and emotional 

development may be fostered (Hibbs:1991:xv). In recent years, 

adoption has become an even greater challenge for all those 
involved since new issues have developed - specifically: 
independent adoption, international and cross-cultural 

adoption and the adoption of children with special needs. 
These issues have created controversies which affect all 

adoptive families. 

As has been noted, the adoption of Romanian children is 
unique, however, in that, since the overthrow of Romanian 

President, Nicolae Ceaucescu in December of 1989, the world 

has learned that hundreds of thousands of children were 
abandoned in state-run institutions. Since international 

adoption did not exist in Romania until January of 1991, there 

was no international adoption process in place. As a result, 
we know very little about the effects of the Romanian adoption 

process on the almost two thousand families who have adopted 

gQlllanian~hildren. A study of these families_~M .their __ - _. 

experiences is in order. 

A substantial body.of literature addresses the question 

of how international adopted children have adapted to their 

new countries. The results, however, are inconclusive 

(Tizard: 1991). Some' studies report that internationally' 

adopted children are likely to demonstrate adjustment problems 

(Saetersdal and Dalen:1987, Verhulst et al.:1990). Others 

suggest that difficulties are likely to be encountered in the 
initial adjustment period (Ames et al.:1992, Marcovitch et 
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al.:1994). The recent studies undertaken on Romanian adoption 

have focused primarily on the children who have been adopted 

in Canada. This research focuses on the developmental, 

psychological and physical growth of the children. Ames and 

her colleagues (1992) studied thirty-nine Romanian children 

between nine and sixty-eight months of age at adoption. All of 

the children resided in orphanages for at least eight months. 

The majority were adopted before the age of two years and are 

living in British Columbia. Ames and her colleagues (1992) 

found that, with respect to cognitive development and 

behaviour, most of the children were delayed' in their 

development because of lack of nurturing. Reports from parents 

and from provincial development programmes show that 

considerable progress has been made by the adoptees since 

their first few days following adoption. Ames and her 

colleagues (1992) also investigated the parents' experiences 

with respect to adoption. The adoptive parents were found to 
have heightened levels of stress when compared to non-adoptive 

parents. Ames and her colleagues concluded that these findings 

reflect, on the one hand, that the adoptive parents were 

highly motivated to adopt. On the other hand, these 

parents did not feel well prepared for the challenge of 

These findings are consistent with those reported by 

other investigators (Wolters:1980). Similarly, Marcovitch and 

her colleagues (1994) found that one-half of the parents in 

their study reported that their adopted children had medical 

and developmental p·roblems. Many of these parents were not 

prepared for'these problems. Most felt that there was a need 

for educational programs and special support for those 

adopting Romanian-born children. Apart from these studies, 

which establish a general lack of preparedness among adoptive 
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parents, there has been little research carried out on other 

experiences of the adoptive parents of Romanian children. 

SOCIODEMOGRAPHICS OF INTERNATIONAL ADOPTIVE PARENTS 

Adoption is, generally speaking, a middle-class 

phenomenon (Humphrey: 1969: 13, Miall:1984). According to the 

research on adoption in Canada by Daly and Sobol (1993), 

adoptive parents tend to be of relatively high socio-economic 

status. The authors also show that, while those seeking 

adoption generally are well educated, there is a pronounced 

difference between publicly facilitated" adoptions 

and all types of private adoptions. In the case of public 

adoptions, 54% of fathers and 50% of mothers were college or 

university educated, while for all independent adoptions, over 

80% of the parents were graduates. Since level of education is 

associated with soeio-economic status, it is clear that there 
are class differences between those who pursue adoption 

through public agencies and those who pursue adoption through 

independent agencies (Sobol and Daly:1993:52). This may be 

attributable to the fact that, in independent adoptions, 

better education is consistent with being able to access the 

greater" resourcesr.equi red to __ purs.U..e..~pti¥a..te-ado.p-t 1.on ~---'1'h.is

may also be a function of having the financial resources which 

allow couples to pay for private adoptions. This research 

suggests then that those families pursuing Romanian adoption 

will generally be in the higher socio-economic groups, because 

these adoptions are all pursued privately. 

These findings are consistent with the most recent 

research on the social characteristics of international 

adoptive parents. They are generally high income, well

educated people in professional and managerial positions and 
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between 40% (Jaffee:1991) and 80% (Fiegelman & Silverman:1983) 

of parents have a university education. The findings of the 

studies of Romanian adoptive parents are also consistent. Ames 
and her colleagues (1992) found that these parents were well

educated, with incomes ranging from $35,000 to over $100,000, 

with the median income being $57,000 per year. The median 
occupation for fathers was represented by occupations such as 

accountant and credit manager. Marcovitch and her colleagues 
(1994) reported that 72% of mothers and 76% of fathers have 

post-secondary education. Twenty-nine percent reported annual 
incomes between $50,000 and $69,000 and 50% of the sample 

reported incomes above %70,000 (with 27% reporting income 
above $100,000). 

All studies report a very high percentage of 

international adoptive parents living in two-parent families -
95% reported by Westhues & Cohen (1993) and 93% reported by 
Marcovitch and her colleagues (1994). The findings presented 
on the age of Romanian adoptive parents is also very 

consistent. Ames and her colleagues (1992) found the median 
age of mothers at the time of adoption to be 35.8 years and 

the median age of fathers to be 37.5 years. Marcovi tch and her' 

~():tleagues J 1.9~~l~~l>orted a median age...Lor--.mo_the.r_s_0.f........38-
and fathers of 41.6 years. 

The general belief.that there has been a decline in 

parents who adopt for preferential or altruistic reasons is 

questionable. Westhues & Cohen (1993) report that 25% of 

international adopters appear to be preferential adopters. By 

Fiegelman & Silverman'S (1983) definition "they are adopting 

out of concern for world overpopulation, wanting 

to promote international understanding, or wanting to give a 
child from poor circumstances an opportunity for a better 
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chance in life." The findings of the Romanian adoption studies 

reveal, as reported earlier, that a high percentage of these 

children entered homes in which there were already Canadian 
siblings. Ames and her colleagues (1992) reported that at 

least 65% of their sample were second and third ,time parents. 

Marcovitch and her colleagues (1994) reported similar findings 
for over one-half their sample. 

ADJUSTMENT OF INTERNATIONAL ADOPTIVE FAMILIES 

Various studies have explored the quality of the 

relationships within international adoptive families. Westhues 
and Cohen (1994:16) have determined that the questions posed, 

"have tended to be global assessments about (the adopted 

children'S) relationships with parents or siblings rather than 
ones which attempt to understand these relat'ionships in their 
complexity" (Words in brackets my addition). For instance, 
Bagley (1991) asked mothers to assess the extent to which ~hey 

felt there were problems in their relationships with their 

children. This research dealt with Native, white and 
international adoptees and with non-adopted white and native 

adolescents. Sixty-five percent of the mothers reported that 

there wer~n~_prob!~ms _!I!_their relationships with _their __ 
international adopted children, while seventy percent claimed 
thems in their relationships with their 

international adopted cqildren, while seventy percent claimed 

that there were no problems in their relationships with non

adopted, white adolescents. 

Research conducted by Triseliotis (1993) suggests that 

there are many similarities between the outcomes. of national, 

trans-racially-placed childr~n and international adopted 
children. All of the recent studies carried out after arrival 

in the adoptive home suggest that, on the whole, children 

quickly overcome any developmental, lin~uistic and behavioural 
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difficulties. The more persistent problems appear to be 

related to the age of the child at placement. The older the 
child at the time of adoption, the more difficulties can be 
expected. Triseliotis suggests that this may also signify 

earlier, distressing experie"nces iIi the child's country of 

origin. At the time of his study, these experiences, such as 
lack of medical and emotional care," had not been well 

documented in the literature. 

Both Ames and her colleagues (1992) and Marcovitch and 
her colleagues (1994) in their research on Romanian children, 

found similar patterns. For the most part, children progressed 
rapidly once they arrived in their adoptive homes. These 

studies also documented the children's medical and 
developmental histories in Romania, prior to adoption. 

However, in many cases, the adoptive parents were not always 

able to obtain complete histories. Therefore, it is difficult 
to determine the degree to which the children's past 

experiences have affected their progress overall, once in 

Canada. 

Fiegelman and Silverman (1993) found that adopted 

children f!_~m _~91-uml:>i~ adjusted remarkably well in their .. 
Canadian homes. This group was found to be more likely than 

most other groups of adoptees to have serious health problems 
upon arrival in their a40ptive homes. However, their 

difficulties appeared short-lived and did not seem to affect 

their overall adjustment. Fiegelman and Silverman (1993:145) 

also defined an impOrtant link between younger age at adoption 

and overall positive adaptations. 

The research conducted to date suggests that a large 
majority of international adoptive parents and their children 
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feel positively about their family relationships. It is 

apparent, as Westhues and Cohen (1994) claim, that these 

assessments are generalizations - they do not attempt to 
understand the complexities of the relationships which 

underlie these conclusions. There is a need for greater 
understanding of how parents perceive and work at their 

adoptive family relationships, both prior to adoption and 

later after placement. My study of Romanian adoptive mothers 
offers a unique opportunity to explore these issues. The 
adoptions are very recent. The first families came together in 

early 1990, and the majority of the children are presently in 
the early school years. This offers researchers the 

opportunity to share the families' experiences as they 
experience them, and to follow them longitudinally. This will 

also enable us to document specific issues as they arise, and 
to obtain a better understanding of social integration 

management strategies in families. 

RACIAL' 1U'~ ETh~IC IDEn7ITY 

Currently, the argument is being advanced that 

international adoption works against "the best interests of 

the c~i~5! ___ " __ l\~cordil!9'to~h!~ argument, the best _iDt~rest of_ 
the child is met when the child has the opportunity to 9row up 

in a sociocultural environment where he or she is not 

different from the majo~ity, racially or ethnically. Westhues 
and Cohen (1994) propose that research which tells us how' 

internationally adopted children and their families have fared 
will help to decide' the appropriateness of opposing 

international adoption. Few studies on the process have been 

conducted, although international adoptions have been taki'ng 
place in significant numbers in the last fifteen years. Gravel 

and Roberge (1984) conducted a study in Quebec, they concluded 
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that the adopted children concerned were. generally functioning 

well. The study by Westhues and Cohen (1994) has focused on 

the adopted children in adolescence, and has looked at the 

impact of adoption on both the parents and children. This 

research offers valuable inf.ormation from the perspective of 

the parents, as to whether they have in fact, acknowledged 

their children's racial and ethnic differences, and shows what 

they have done to promote the development of their children's 

racial and ethnic identities. Simon and Alstein (1992) 

have concludeq that racial and ethnic identity have been the 

least explored issues in the internation.al adoption 

literature. Similarly, articles by Tizard (1991) and 

Triseleotis (1991) reviewing research results stressed a need 

for greater attention in this area. 

The research on racial identity among internationally 

adopted children, shows that racial identification is weak, 
(Bagley and Young:1980, Simon and Alstein:1987). Simon and 

Alstein (1992) have explored some of the reasons for this 

weakness in identification. They found that about one-third of 

the parents in their study rE:!ported doing little or nothing to 

teach their children about their cultural backgrounds .. The 

other two-thirds used books, magazines, music, television_and __ 
-------------- --- -- ----- ------ --------------

movies to introduce their children to thecultures and 

heritages of their groups. Some of these parents also chose 

black godparents for th~ir children and some attended racially 

mixed churches. About one-third of the parents said that they 

celebrated holidays associated with their children's cultural 

groups. Of those-parents who did not actively develop their 

children's racial and. cultural heritages, some indicated that 

their children were not interested and were very resistant to 

discussing the issue (Westhues and Cohen:1994:29). These areas 

require more investigation. In particular, it is necessary to 
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ask "Why do some adopted children fare better than others?" 

The literature has established that the attitudes of the 
adoptive parents are one important link to the children's 

well-being within the family and society. For the purpose of 

this study, parental attitudes towards racial and ethnic 

identity will be explored in order to understand their actions 
around introducing the Romanian culture to their children. 

Recently, Humphrey and Humphrey (1993) have indicated 
that social workers generally are less enthusiastic about 

international adoption. A common objection made by social 
workers is that they believe the adopted children will grow up 

with an inadequate or incomplete sense of identity. They claim 
that these children may be close to their parents in many 

ways, but they believe that, at the same time, the children 
will experience feelings of alienation and not belonging 

(Humphrey and Humphrey:1993:7). The authors, admit that, as a 
society, we still know all too little about the process of 
identity formation in children and adolescents, regardless of 

their origins or upbringings. Humphrey and Humphrey 

(1986,1989) have argUed that: 

... ignorance of one's origins is fully compatible 

_____ ~j.th_qealthy self-estaem ~~_t~childnhas-grown-
up in a sympathetic and, loving adoptive home. It is 

primarily those with an unsatisfactory experience of 
adoption who are' likely to develop an obsessive 

curiosity about their ancestry, leading to a 

compulsion to search for their biological relatives 
(Humphrey'& Humphrey:1993:7-8). 

The findings of other studies suggest that, while most 

adoptees adjust well psychologically and socially during 
childhood, when they reach adulthood they feel driven into a 
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more 'marginal position' as they face more discreet 

discrimination (Dalen and Saetersdal:1987:43). Most of these 
studies refer to own-country transracial adoptions as well as 

to international adoptions (Fanshel:1972, Kim:1976, Gill & 
Jackson: 1983, McRoy and Zurcher:1983, Fiegelman and 
Silverman: 1984, Johnson et al:1987). In many of these studies, 

the children's appearance (black, Korean and American Indian), 
was noticeably different from their adoptive families. It 

would seem then that, although all children adopted cross
culturally and cross-nationally have many similar issues with 
regard to biological identity and culture, children who also 

deal with the issue of race in a prejudiced society face 

different challenges. 

Bartholet (1993) claimed that much of the literature on 
the identity formation of international adop"tees draws on 
theoretical work from a psychological perspective. Often, the 
research is based on case studies of adoptees who have been 

referred for psychological treatment and conclusions are drawn 

in treatment that seek explanations for the patients's 
pathology. She notes that the assumption underlying this 

research is that adoption is not normal. According to 

Bartholet (~~9_:3:1751L this research is informed Wt~e __ ~a.sic 
argument that adoptees are necessarily, by virtue of their 

transfer to an adoptive family, especially susceptible to 

identity conflicts and ~specially prone to problems in 

personality development ll
• The theory holds that because of the 

existence of two sets of parents, and of the break in genetic 

and~historical connections wit~ the past, adoptees will 

experience "genealogical bewilderment" (Sants:1964:133). 

Those theorists who coined the terms "Adoption Trauma" 
(Feder:1974) and "Adopted Child Syndrome" (Lifton:1973) have 
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contributed to the negative image of adoption as a destructive 

family institution. Much of this literature focuses on the 

entire group of adoptees, instead of studying the unique 
attributes of the many subgroups. Those members of subgroups 

who have problems are likely to have adjustment difficulties 
for reasons that are not related to adoption. 

Barhtolet(1993:178) notes that many of these children are 

placed in adoptive homes after many years of severely damaging 
treatment, such as abuse, neglect, and disruption of the 
significant bond with a primary caregiver. Others have 

physical and mental disabilities which are related to prebirth 

histories or postbirth experiences. Negative claims about the 
assumed pathology of international adoptees make a powerful 

contribution to the current stigmatizing of adoption. Viewed 
in this light, assessment of adopted children's identity 

formation is closely linked to the negative societal 
assumptions around adoption in general. 

There is current psycholoqical adoption literature which 

attempts to refute these negative claims. According to this 
literature, identity problems may reach a crisis stage for any 

adolescent. There is no consensus as to whether these problems 

are more severe among adoptees. Go~el_~d_ Lot~_1J986~61. 
observe that: 

As they attempt to integrate past with future, they 

are hindered by.the existence of two sets of parents; 

they experience an absence of generational sequence 

(Josselson,1980) as a consequence of unrootedness ... 

Adoptees not only must form a synthesis of past and 

future, but must also integrate the now with those 

parts of self that have been left in the past. 
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This literature speculates that the resolution of the identity 

crisis that is experienced by all adolescents will be more 

complex for adopted adolescents. 

Similarly, Brodzinsky (1990:150) writing on the 

psychology of adoption suggests; 

... that adopted adolescents, like their nonadopted 

peers, will confront differential resolutions of 

identity confliGts. Some may struggle with" the 

meaning of adoption for themselves and remain in 

moratorium. Others emerge as foreclosed or identity 

diffused, while some become identity achieved. What 

is important is the identification of those factors 

in the adopted family, in the broader social system 

or even with the adoptee, which lead to these various 

identity outcomes. How can the adopted adolescent be 

helped by the family and society to cope with the 
identity issues unique to adoption? 

The attitudes of adoptive parents towards adoption have 

been shown to influence the adoptee's achievement of a sense 

of identity. Stein and Hoopes'(1985) Americ~study of 

id~Il~i~Y'_fo!lll~~!()!1_ in _fi"£ty_ adolLted adolescents ,~Qun(L that_ 
unfavourable reports about biological parents stressed by 

adoptive parents gave rise to identity problems among 

adoptees, who interpret~d these reports as proof of their 

genetic inferiority. The literature strongly suggests that 

children who are adopted across racial and cultural groups are 

less likely to have" a strong sense of their own racial and 

ethnic identity than are children raised within their own 

ethnic groups. However, there is no clear evidence that this 

leads to major psychological problems (Tizard:1991). Many 

researchers have addressed the importance of open 
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communication with regard to adoption issues. What is clear 

from the literature is that the more open the communication, 

particularly around racial and cultural origin and identity, 

the less likely it will be that an adoptee will experience 
identity problems. 

We can conclude that positive parental attitudes are 

important for the identity formation of adopted children. As 
Kirk (1964) suggested, the most positive adaptation occurs 

when the adoptive parents are willing to acknowledge the 

difference between adoptive and biological parenthood. 
Secondly,' societal attitudes have a powerful impact on the 

adopted child's sense of cultural identity. Triseliotis (1991) 
argues that there is a moral question involved in placing 

children in homes. of parents of a different racial and 

cultural backgrounds. This relates back to the question of 
ethics around international adoption: Does international 

adoption address the best interest of the child? To adequately 

answer this question, more research is needed. The question 
that many social workers ask is "What can be done to protect 

the children?!! (Humphrey and Humphrey:1993:7). One way to 

answer this question is to ask the adoptive parents about 

th~~r~~j.l.y expe~ iences _1'li th .. the ao.eial process- a£-adoption
as they experience it. It has already been established that 

adoption is not an act of simply placing a child in a home. It 

is also a process of family and social integration. In this 

research, this process will be examined with a view to further 

understanding its relevance in meeting the needs of Romanian 

adopted children. 

The next section deals with adoption disclosure as it 

directly relates to the issues of mor~lity, and racial and 

cultural identity. 
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ADOPTION DISCLOSURE 

Advocates of adoption disclosure argue that closed 

adoptions, in which birth families are completely cut off from 

contact with the children, have serious drawbacks and that 

t'here are negative consequences for all those involved in the 

adoption circle (McColm:1993:12). McColm, an adoptee herself, 
who also works in adoption at a Canadian Children's Aid 
Society, focused on adoption reunions from the perspectives of 

all those involved in the adoption circle. Her work has 
stressed, in particular, the experiences of adults who were 

adopted by the age of two, by families of similar racial 
origin. In her study, adoptees describe feelings of 

worthlessness and depression at having been 'given up' by 

their birth parents and having no contact with them at all. 

Adoption disclosure for these adoptees has meant a 

reclaiming of their birthright &,d has given ~hem a greater 

sense of their identity and belonging in the societal context. 

Although adoption disclosure at its extreme - meeting and 

creating a relationship with members of one's birth family -

may not be possible or right for all adoptees, there are other 

levels of discl~sl~re \'ll1!~h_~an be __ ~osi tiY~Xor theHadopted __ _ 
child's sense of identity and social belonging. As McColm 

(1993) has recognized, the adoption of older, interracial, 

international, mentally.challenged and physically challenged 

children is on the rise, and each of these types of adoption 

present unique challenges which may be aided by adoption 

disclosure. 

The question of whether or not to disclose adoption 

status has generated contrasting arguments in the literature. 

One argument claims that adoption disclosure is responsible 
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for the sense of insecurity in disturbed adolescents. This 

generalization is based on conclusions drawn from an earlier 

psychological perspective (TT & Magno-Nova:1975). The other 

argument, (Sants:1964) urges that children be told, not only 

of the adoption, but also of the facts of their racial and 
cultural origin. This argument suggests that family secrets 

around heredity are more disturbing than reality to identity 
formation (cf.Stein & Hoopes:1985:20). 

Currently, a more compelling debate than the question of 
whether or not to disclose centres on when to tell children, 

and how much to tell. In addition, from the social work 

persp.ective, how much information should be made available to 
all parties involved in the adoption circle? Traditionally, 

adoption practice has been grounded in secrecy and anonymity 

as a presumed safeguard for all parties involved. Sealed 
records have been thought to help children develop stable, 

psychological relationships with their adoptive families, and 

to guard against possible psychological distress around 

disclosure of their birth circumstances(Sachdev:1984:l41). 

A contributing factor in the triggering of this 

coni:.roveJ."sy _ :i.~ !1!~_!"~cogni tionQy---Professionals,-----Pa~ticular-1¥
psychologists and social workers, that knowledge of one's 
heritage in our culture is integral to identity formation. For 

instance, Erikson (1968l states that it is crucial for normal 

personality development for adolescents to derive a sense of 

identity from an identification with the past. Any 

interference with this process will likely result in identity 

confusion (cf.Sachdev:1984:142). 
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Another significant factor in the controversy surrounding 

adoption disclosure has been the adoptee's curiosity. The push 

for change to more openness has come primarily from adult 

adoptees (Bartholet:1993). It has been suggested in the 

literature (Rautman:1959, Schecter:1965) that a child's 

identity formation begins to occur between three and six years 
of age, and that identity formation is greatly intensified 

during adolescence. Schecter (1965) also found that the focus 
for adoptees is on the biological aspects of their heritage. 

Researchers who have studied the concerns and issues of adult 
adoptees have reported that some adoptees claim to be 
'obsessed' with questions around their adoption and biological 

parents (Triseliotis:1973). These observations are confirmed 
by Sorosky and his colleagues (1978'), and Kadushin( 1978) who 

adds that this need continues into adulthood. 

Research on adoption disclosure has ShOWIl that adoptive 

parents have generally felt threatened by the unsealing of 

adoption records (Lifton:19?9, Kadushin:1980, McColm:1993). 
Parents express fear that their children's interest in thei;r 

biological parents may result in a loss of love for them, may 

represent a failure of their parenting role, or may interfere 

with the children t s i~tegr~j:ioIl_iIl-t;Q_ !:hej.~_ adoptiv~~amili_aa_ 

(Sachdev:1984:153). 

There are few stud~es that explore the effects of 

adoption reunions. Generally however, the research tends to 

document positive experiences around the actual reunion 

(Triseliotis: 1973,' Stevenson:1976, Soroskyet al:1978). The 

adoptive relationship does not appear to be adversely affected 

and there is often a feeling of greater closeness within the 

adoptive family (Thompson:1978; Lion et al.:1976: Sachdev: 

1984:155; McColm:1993). 
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Bartholet (1993:59) an adoptive parent and activist, 

argues for openness. She states that "adoptive families should 

be understood as healthy, functioning families, not as fragile 

entities, that will fall apart if a "real" mother walks in the 

front door". Although Bartholet advocates more openness in 

adoption, she recognizes that this is a complicated issue in 
the current politics of adoption as the pressure for openness 
is coming from a movement that is hostile to the adoptive 

family form. This, Bartholet argues, may further denigrate 

rather than affirm adoption. She argues that society may want 

to embrace the idea of openness with respect to available 
information and to create a system where by birth and adoptive 

families are free to establish relationships in childhood or 

adulthood. Bartholet conjectures that most adoptees would not 

rush to make contact with birth relatives, but would have 

access to information. In addition, McColm(1993) stresses the 
importance of support and education for all parties involved 

in adoption disclosure. This research will explore attitudes 

towards disclosure as they relate to integration in the 

adoptive families of Romanian children. 

CONCLUS]:O~~ _ 

A review of the literature clearly indicates that there 

is a lack of information on how international adoptive mothers 

perceive their situation vis-a-vis the larger community. This, 

in turn, may affect the process whereby family and social 

integration is achieved. Accordingly, this research focuses on 

a group of mothers who have adopted Romanian children with a 
view to understanding how they construct a socially shared 

pasts with their families. The analysis will offer an 

insider's view of (1) how Romanian adoptive mothers construct 
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socially shared pasts for their children, (2) whether or not 

these mothers accept or reject-the-differences between 

adoption and biologic parenting as Kirk (1964) defines it, (3) 

whether or not Romanian adoptive mothers perceive a social 

stigma, positively or negatively, around adoption, (4) how 

these mothers define and perceive their own situations, (5) 
how Romanian adoptive mothers manage information relating to 
their adoptive status through adoption support groups or 

community support and (6) whether issues related to race and 

ethnicity and adoption disclosure affect how these mothers 
construct socially shared pasts with their families. 

The theoretical focus on Mead, Kirk and Goffman offers a 
grounding on which to identify the workings of the process,of 

family and social integration. At present, little research has 
been conducted using Mead's theory of the past. As part of the 

process involved in creating socially shared past~ in adoptiv~ 
families, it is necessary also to consider Kirk's notions of 

acknowledgement and rejection of difference with Goffman's 

theory of social stigma. For example, mothers' perceptions of 

the past will differ depending on whether they accept or 

reject the inherent differences in adoption, and whether or 

not t.jley p~rq~Jy~ _socia~_s'tigJIta_around--ad.optionti 

It is important to examine these issues for these 

reasons: 
1) Maines and his colleagues's interpretation of Mead's 

theory of the past has not been examined to any great 

extent. 

2) Kirk's theory of acknowledgement and rejection of 

difference may assume yet another relevance, given the 

greater emphasis that is being placed on disclosure in 

the adoptive parent screening process. 



60 

3) The notion of adoption as stigmatizing for the family 

is a fairly recent construction and requires further 

examination in a variety of adoptive situations in 

order to establish whether or not difficulties emerge 

in perceptions. 

Similarly, awareness of society's views on racial and 

ethnic issues will affect how parents promote development of 

their children's racial and ethnic identities. Disclosure is 

an issue that demands immediate attention, particularly in 
terms of how adoptive parents of young children handle it. All 

of these issues, together, may influence the process of 
constructing socially shared pasts in adoptive families. In 

the next chapter, the methodology used to examine these issues 

is described. 



CHAPTER 3 
THE METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THEORY AND METHOD 

Within the discipline of sociology, symbolic 

interactionism is seen as a theoretical perspective with a 

concomitant methodological orientation. Symbolic interaction 
is a paradigm which contains certain assumptions about the 

nature of reality, specifies concepts to be studied, 

interrelationships between concepts and suggests a 

methodological approach that is qualitative. Theory functions 
as a body of presuppositions which lead to an explanation of 
observable social phenomena. The methodology represents ways 

in which the researcher acts on these observations, the 

methods that make the research public and reproducible. 

According to Denzin (1978:6), "The sociological discipline 

rests on these elements: theory, methodology, research 
activity and the sociological imagination. Order is given to 

theory, methodology and research activity through the use of 

what Mills termed the 'sociological imagination'." Denzin 

argues that the sociological imagination demands a researcher 
be variable and open-minded to new ways in the research 

process. This may be accomplished by acknowledging vague 
imageEfana aif'ferent Tdeas-l.-rfneren1: in -the research-process 

and working them out as opposed to trying to fit data into 

pre-existing forms. It is in these forms that original ideas 

first appear. 

The sociological imagination is a meth~d inherent in 

symbolic interactionism. Most proponents of symbolic 
interactionism utilize the qualitative methodological 

approach. Qualitative research methods are quite different 

from quantitative methods in that they yield different 

measures and data. Generally, qualitative research methods are 
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utilized in exploratory studies to discover actors' 

perceptions and subjective meanings. This is in keeping with 

the symbolic interactionist perspective, which rests on the 

assumptions that (1) interacting individuals produce their own 

definitions of situations; (2) individuals are capable of 
shaping and guiding their own and others behaviour and 

(3) interaction is negotiated and often unpredictable. This 
perspective is symbolic because, in interaction, it involves 
the manipulation of symbols, meanings and language 

(Denzin:1978:7). 

The. fundamental t.heoretical interest of interactionists 
is in acquiring a greater understanding of how and why 
individuals interact. In order to acquire this understanding, 

it is necessary to study the actors' meanings. Denzin 

(1978:13) argues that the research subject1s' perspective must 

be penetrated. 

It is often only after the act has occurred that 
sense is made of it. In retrospective ways then, 

persons explain their behav1ours ••. most interactional 

studies must aim for the development of explanatory 

accounts of behaviour sequences. And these accounts 

!u1.!~t_1:I~ 9!'~'l!Ild~d _!n_tll~ !".~t.~~f:!l>..E!~"t:i v~~ltplCU').a"t:!Qn~ 

people give for their behaviours. 

This type of qualitative study is well represented by the 

interview method, a face to face verbal exchange in which the 

interviewer elicits information, behaviours and expressions of 

opinions and beliefs from the respondent. In terms of 

methodological strategies and the type of data collected, 

qualitative research differs from quantitative research. 

However, there is a need for both measures in sociological 

research. The next section will consider how these research 
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methodologies differ. 

QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The strategy used in qualitative research is 

characterized as inductive, subjective and process-oriented, 
while the strategy used in quantitative research is considered 

to be hypothetico-deductive, objective and outcome-oriented 
(Reichardt & Cook:1979:9). According to Kidder (1981:103), the 

inductive researcher " ..• begins with data and generates 
hypotheses and a theory, from the ground Upll while with the 

hypothetico-deductive method, "the researcher begins with a 

theoretical framework, formulates an hypothesis, and logically 
deduces what the results of the experiment should be if the 

hypothesis is correct". From these definitions, we can 

construe that different techniques offer different types of 

social explanations. In most research questions CL.'"1 ar.gument 

can be made that there is a need for both. 

Qualitative and quantitative methodologies are based on a 

fundamental reliance on empirical data. However, one of the 

basic tenets of qualitative methodology is the assumption that 

there iS~!l '~s_s!U'!c.e ' .. o!, _. m~~i:nq t9 sQci~l life '\tlh~cl! ~~l!Il9t. 
be fully understood by just the observation of phenomena. The 

interpretation of meaningful behaviour through observation, 

for instance through vo~abularies of motive and rhetoric is 

the fundament"al assumption of symbolic interactionism (Mills: 

1940). 

Phenomenologist Alfred Schutz (1971) argued that there 

are two levels of understanding available to researchers 

seeking to explain human experience and meaning. The first 

level uses symbolization at the common sense level of everyday 
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understanding. Meanings are apparent through observation of 

empirical data. Hence, much of human experience has been 

excluded from study as this level of reasoning does not 

evaluate subjective perception. According to Schutz, 

researchers may only advance to the second level of 

understanding, which is a higher, deeper form of meaning after 

the first level has. been experienced. This he considers a 

method of transcendence. In this respect, therefore, 

quantitative methodology involves techniques of the first 

level of observation. A methodology that relies on both 

approaches produces the most in-depth analysis. 

The model of induction, when compared to the hypothetico

deductive model, emphasizes the discovery of individual 

perspecti ves wherein meanings are c·onstructed as the research 

progresses. The inductive method can be further explained by 

considering Glazer and Strauss'(1967) generation of grounded 

theory. This perspective maintains that social theory is an 

ever developing entity involving a progressive mounting of 

empirical facts into a grounded formal theory. By allowing 

substantive concepts and hypotheses to emerge first, the 

researcher is then able to ascertain whether there is an 

existing theory that may assist in generating new substantive 
- -- - - - - ---------

theory. Glaser and Strauss further argue that this results in 

a method which is more IIfaithful ll to the data. Rather than 

forcing the data to fit.an existing theory, it allows the 

generation of new formal theories and the reformulation of 

existing sociological theories. Qualitative methodology was 

chosen for this particular study as the nature of Maines and 

his colleagues's theory of the past requires a discovery of 

meaning and a process of construction of reality. 
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As the primary methodological approach of this' research 

is qualitative, it becomes necessary to explore both the 

advantages and disadvantages of the use of a qualitative 

research methodology. According to Lofland(1971:59.:63) 

qualitative research serves these important functions: it 
provides for an orderly description of rich, descriptive 

detail; it provides useful foundations for quantitative 
research. In addition, Patton (1980:306) notes that: 

inductive analysis means that the patterns, 

themes, and categories of analysis come from 

·the data; they emerge out of the data rather than 
being imposed on them prior to data collection 
and analysis. 

On the other hand, a number of criticisms can be made of 

the qualitative approach to research. For example, problems of 

validity and reliability must be addressed. According to 
Shaffir and his colleagues (1980:11=12), tithe problem of 

validity ..• concerns the difficulty of gaining an accurate or 

true impression of the phenomenon under study." Reactive 

effects such as the "guinea pig effectll described by Selltiz 

and his colleagues (1959:97) may intervene to affect the 

validi t¥ of the ()b~ervations tlein9~ade._ T1!e¥ ~r~e 1\ If ~e9ple 
feel that they are 'guinea pigs' being experimented with, or 

if they feel they are being 'tested' and must make a good 

impression , or if the ~ethod of data collection suggests 

responses or stimulates an interest the subject did not 

previously feel, 'distortion of the results may occur." McCall 

and Simmons (1969:18) have also discussed problems of validity 

arising from the selective perception and interpretation of 

the observer and the " •.. limitations on the observer's ability 

to witness all relevant aspects of the. phenomena in question." 
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MeIDber participation in a group as an actual member, 

prior to undertaking the research on a group, is often useful 

in providing insights and decreasing distortion (cf.Douglas: 

1972:21). Becker (1970:31) has noted that "if the researcher, 

in his own private life, has achieved access to circles in 
which deviant activity occurs, he can use that access for 

research purposes." Indeed, Becker (1963:45) cites his own 
involvement with marijuana users as an example of how private 

experiences can facilitate access and insight. The researcher 

must be aware however, of the danger of "going native" wherein 
identification with the group impedes effective "sociological" 
analysis. 

Qualitative research methodology can also be criticized 
because of the problem of reliability; that is the 

replicability of observations (cf. Shaffir et al.":1980:11-12). 
By their nature, many sociological studies are not easy to 

replicate. As a result, certain methodological conventions 

have emerged in sociology that are quite reasonable and 

practical in assuring a study that is as reliable as possible 

(Schwartz & Jacobs:1979:308). (1) It is important to 
avoid error in observation and inference, in other words, do 

it r_ic;Jp.j: !h~ _ft_r~~ ti!1l~' a!!d( 2l t1!e I:'e\'lClrd __ ~o_r "lllE~:t"e 

replication" of studies is low. Instead of replicating a study 

which has already been done, it is more practical to build on 
the existing research by collecting counterexamples or by 

giving an alternate analysis of the same or comparable data. 

By offering alternate analysis researchers promote discovery 

and further exploration into a sociological issue. 

A third criticism of qualitative research methodology 

focuses on thegeneralizability of results obtained. Generally 

speaking, the use of qualitative methods is accompanied by a 
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small sample size, particularly as Becker (1970:49) notes, 

when the researcher is sampling "hidden universes of rare 

items". The· generalizability or representativeness of such 

results may be problematic. On the other hand, qualitative 

methods are often used, as Patton (1980:100) points out, 

" ... when one wants to learn something and come to understand 
something about certain select cases without needing to 

generalize to all such cases." Patton (1980:280) further notes 
it may be that " ... social phenomena are too variable and too 

context-bound to lend themselves to generalization." 

As noted earlier, the differentiation between qualitative 

and quantitative research strategies does not preclude their 
use together. Reichardt and Cook (1979:16) argue that apart 

from commitment to a particular theoretical paradigm, "the 

choice of research method should also depend at least partly 
on the demands of the research situation at hand.l! ·The problem 

of generalizability of results generated through qualitative 
research might be better addressed using a follow-up 

hypothetico-deductive research approacha Similarly, Denzin 

(1970:9) has suggested that the "fallacy of objectivismll in 

quantitative research might be avoided with greater reference 

to <l!lC!Ij. t~tj.YE!m_ej:h09j; .'l'll~ J~ll~c-y of Qpj ectiv_i$1Il h~_$_ been 

defined as a researcher's belief that " ... because his 
formulations are theoretically or methodologically sound they 

must have relevance in the empirical world." Rather, Denzin 

argues, "this may not be the case and in these situations a 

reliance on activities of exploration and inspection will be 
useful, indeed nec~ssary.II(16) 

As the theory requires, the viewpoint of the actor is 

stressed in this research and the nature of the study is 

exploratory rather than hypothetico-deductive. Discovery, 
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rather than the testing of well-defined hypotheses, is the 

goal of this research. Consequently, the methodological 

approach taken in this research is essentially qualitative. 

This discussion will now turn to an explanation of the 
methodological process. 

METHODOLOGY 

As the symbolic interactionist perspective was utilized 
in this research, qualitatiye methods were employed. The 

research was designed to gather in-depth, qualitatively rich 
data capturing the social world as experienced by adoptive 
mothers.' The study itself consisted of in-depth interviews 

containing semi-structured and structured questions. Open

ended and in-depth questions allowed for collection of 
descriptive and detailed data through categories growlded in 

respondent's own meanings and experiences. Closed questions in 

the interview schedule provided tools for the collection of 

more standardized information on the objective realities of 

the mothers' lives. As Glaser and Strauss (1967:17-18) have 
noted "there is no fundamental clash between the purposes and 

acti y~ t!es _ofq1.l?li1:a~i v~ ~Ild (1\l.?D1:~ ~a.ti. ye ~"t:.hQ.ciEl Q.r gCi'tCi ••• 
We believe that each form of data is useful for both 
verification and generation of theory, whatever the primacy of 

emphasis". 

Some of the interview questions were adapted from 

research schedules'used in other adoption studies in order to 

facilitate comparison.(17) A pilot interview was also carried 

out in order to test and refine the schedule. Very few 

revisions were required from the pilot study. This reaffirmed 

the choice and the use of the questions in the interview 
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schedule. Responses were recorded in writing at the time of 

the interview and a microcassette recorder was also used where 
respondents indicated they were comfortable with it, which was 

in over one-half of the cases. 

The research methodoiogy directed the study to an 

investigation of the social processes around adoption that 
shaped women's experience of adoptive motherhood. The focus of 
the analysis grew out of the issues and meanings that were 

salient for the women in the study. However, the research was 
designed to go beyond the description of the adoptive mother's 
personal experience to the analysis of "the social 

organizational context in which it was located. The decision 

to focus on adoptive mothers as opposed to both parents 

together, was made for two reasons. First, interviewing 

mothers alone allowed for the creation of a more intimate 
interview situation, conducive to the mothers feeling free to 

share personal information. Second, interest centred on 

whether adoptive mothers are primarily the ones who are 
responsible for creating and documenting the family's past, 

particularly in the children's early years. In the findings it 

became clear that the adoptive father's main contributions in 

creat~ng_~oci~l~y spare~ ~~sts w~s_d~~ing th~ a~opttQ~ 

process. For instance, a few of the fathers travelled alone to 
Romania to complete the adoptions. During their stay, they 

kept daily journals and/or chose the cultural momentos for 

their children. On a day-to-day basis, the fathers seemed to 

contribute to the lifebooks by being asked their opinion on 

how the mother has·chosen to document information. Although 

the inclusion of fathers would have yielded different 

findings, in this exploratory study, it became clear that it 

is the mothers who are pro-active in documenting the 

childrens' histories. 
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As earlier stated, the intention of this research was to 

examine, through personal interviews the relevance of Mead's 

theory of the past as it relates to the construction of a 

socially shared past within Romanian adoptive families. 

Theoretically, social pasts are considered to be foundations 

of everyday interpersonal life. Katovich & Couch (1992) have 
distinguished shared pasts as referring to specific and 

previous acts that individuals construct, from common pasts. 

The purpose of the methodology was to guide an 

investigation into the importance of using common pasts and 

shared pasts in order to enhance social integration within the 
adoptive family and within their society. In an adoptive 

family, as opposed to a biological family, the socially shared 

past is created from uncommon pasts. An adopted child from 

Romania has both a different cultural and biological past from 
that of the adoptive family. This complicates the process of 

social integration in a society which historically has viewed 

adoption as second best to that of the biological blood tie. 

The design of this research was to go beyond the description 

of personal experience to explore the social organizational 

context.(l8) Attention will now turn to the process whereby a 

sample. was ~Qtaj.~~Q.fQr .study._ 

. THE SAMPLE 

The data for this study were gathered in 1994/95 through 

in-depth interviews with thirty adoptive mothers of Ro~anian 

children residing in Ontario. All the mothers were Canadian 

educated, and had at least one adopted child from Romania 

living with them. All of the children had been adopted since 

January, 1990 and the children's ages at the time of the 
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January, 1990 and the children's ages at the time of the 

interviews ranged from three to eight years of age. In all 

cases, the mothers were the primary caregivers. Four of the 

mothers were single parents by choice. Each of these four 

mothers adopted their children as single women and planned to 
raise them in singie-parent families. 

This study, designed as a preliminary investigation of 
how Romanian adoptive mothers construct socially shared pasts 

with their children, limited itself to an inquiry into the 

meaning of adoptive motherhood under specific social 
circumstances. The findings do not apply to all adoptive 

mothers of Romanian children. As social circumstances change, 
so do identities and meanings. The sample included adoptive 

mothers of Romanian children for a number of reasons. First, 
this population represents a challenge to traditional forms of 

domestic adoption. Canadi&~ born, healthy white infants are 

being adopted by white middle-class families. Second, these 
international adoptions raise issues not only around 

differences inherent in biological and adoptive families, but 

also around issues of cultural and biological identity. 

Third, the ex~e~ie~c~ of mgt~erhoo9 ~d f~ilY~09d ~h~~ges 
. with different stages of the family life cycle. Since 

intercountry adoption in Romania became. possible only in 1990, 

this group is experiencing a clearly identifiable and 

particularly demanding stage of early motherhood. As these 

families are at the beginning of the family life cycle, this 
is a unique opportunity to follow them longitudinally as they 

grow. 

The sample was made up of volunteers who were members of 

SPARK (Support For Parents Adopting And Raising World Kids). 
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In addition, five respondents who are not members of SPARK or 

any other support group were interviewed for purposes of 

comparison. SPARK is a Toronto-based group that offers support 

and opportunities to share experiences with preadoptive and 

postadoptive families. The membership consisted of 241 

families, of which 116 families have adopted children from 

Romania. The members are generally white and middle to upper

middle-class. They seem to be typical of the Canadian adoptive 

population as adoption, both nationally and internationally, 

has come to be an expensive endeavour. (19) Approximately 90% 

of the adoptive members have successfully adopted a child or 

children after many years of dealing with infertility and 

reproductive technology. The other ten percent of the adoptive 

. population were biological parents first, and have adopted for 

altruistic reasons or have become biological parents since 

adopting 0 

I approached· the Chairperson of SPARK, with whom I have 

also done volunteer work with over the past four years, 

explaining my research interest. I received a very positive 

response. There seems to be a general belief among the group 

members that research is important for both societal 

acknowledgeD1ent of anq tb.e fut]lre of Romanian adoptiane This 

is particularly so as a moratorium had been placed on Romanian 

international adoption in 1993. The moratorium is just 

beginning to be lifted,.and, at this time, many parents would 

like to adopt additional children from that country. Further, 

as part of the research bargain, the SPARK Chairperson and I 

agreed that information would be gathered concerning member's 

views on the support group itself for use to improve the 

quality of group support. A series of questions addressing 

this issue were created. These will be discussed in more 

detail in the following section. 
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Respondents were recruited in two ways. First, I 

telephoned those on the membership list, explained the 

research and requested an interview. I assured the respondents 

of complete confidentiality and anonymity. I had previously 

met some of the respodents as I too am an adoptive mother of a 

Romanian child and a member ~f SPARK. Once interviewed, many 
of the respondents suggested other mothers who might be 
interested in describing their experiences. All of those who 

were contacted agreed to be interviewed. Only one declined as 
she was about to move out of the city. Secondly, respondents 

were recruited through written announcements placed in the 
SPARK newsletter (See Appendix C for a copy of this form). The 

announcement described the practical importance of the 

research and the possible benefits of the study for the target 

population, were stressed. In addition, the announcement 

indicated that I as researcher shared characteristics with the 
target population, that I had experienced adoption, and was 

aware of the issues relating to Romanian adoption. 

The sampling design was theoretical sampling which looks 
for representativeness by 'purposefully' choosing respondents 

who we~~ tYl2ic~l. pf th_epQPulatiJ)n {D_enzin~~97_8) __ A1thnugh 
this type of sampling does not allow one to generalize about 

the population, it does enable one to learn a great deal about 

the substantive and theoretical issues under study. Snowball 

sampling was also used, particularly when trying to find 

respondents who were not members of support groups. In order 

to protect anonymity, respondents were given fictional names. 
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THE SETTING 

The interviews were conducted in Ontario. Of the thirty 

respondents, eleven lived in Toronto, four, in each of the 

cities of Mississauga, London and Brampton, two, in each of 

Kingston, Hamilton and Burlington, and. one lived in each of 
Whitby and Barrie. The interviews lasted approximately two 

hours each, the shortest one being one and a half hours and 
the longest being four hours in length. The interviews were 

conducted in the mother's home or in a public place of the 
respondent's own choosing. Due to time constraints three of 

the interviews were conducted by telephone. Each of these 
telephone interviews lasted one to one and a half hours. 

Adoptive mothers were interviewed, because generally it is 

mothers who are primarily responsible for connecting their 

children's past events and the family's shared experiences 
into a continuous social process. This focus on mothers did 

not preclude examination of how other family members might be 

contributing to the processes of integration that were being 

studied. The interviews were conducted without other adults 

present in order to encourage frank discussion of the issues. 

THE INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

The interview scheQule had the following sequence: 

i) Background Information: 

These questions were used to obtain information on the 

respondents' sex, age, educational background, occupation, 

religion, ethnic origin, marital status, year married and the 

number, sex and status of children. (Questions 1,2,3) 
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ii) Information on the Canadian Adoption ~rocess: 

These questions were used to discover the Canadian process as 

it was experienced by the respondents. This was useful both to 

probe respondents in order to remember the events and feelings 

they had experienced in the past, as well as to identify 

differences and similarities with the Romanian process. 

(Questions 5,6) 

iii) Information on the Romanian.Adoption Process: 

These questions were used to obtain information on the 

respondents' Romanian experience. These questions were also 

used as guides in remembering indepth experiences and 

perceptions relating to the adoption. Theoretically, they 

represented the operationalization of the implied objective 

past as described in Mead's theory. (Questions 10,11,12,13,14, 

15,20,26) 

iv) Perceived Stigma and Adoption: 

Perceived opinions about public attitudes towards Romanian 

adoption, were explored using mothers' personal experiences. 

This also included questions which asked about actual details 

of events and their sequence. In particular, Questions 

7,8,27!~8,4.21'43,_&: 1.4 ~erE! ~ r.m>lic?lti.on o_f Miall_(1984)a They 

were used for comparative purposes. Question 66 examined the 

reaction around adoption disclosure. (Other questions 

21,22,63,64,67,79) 

v) How Mothers Construct A Socially Shared Past: 

The purpose of these questions was. to explore with the 

respondents their personal attitudes, goals, concerns and 

experiences as they created socially shared pasts with their 

children. Questions 16-19 dealt with operationalizing the 

theoretical notion of the social structural past. Depending on 
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the information that was available ,to the adoptive parents, 

the documentation of and the sequence of the chosen events 

used to reconstruct the child's past were explored. Question 

23 established whether or'not a mythical past had in fact been 

created. Questions 50-56 dealt with the creation of lifebooks, 

the contents, the sequence and the contributors. (Other 
questions 24,25,48,49). 

vi) Parental Opinion Towards Adoption: 

These questions were aimed at discovering the mothers' own 
views on adoption and, specifically their own adoption 
stories. These might also indicate whether these mothers 

perceive there to be a stigma associated with adoption. 

(Questions 29,45) 

vii) Acknowledgement or Rejection Of Difference Between 

Adoptive and Biological Parenting: 

These questions based on Kirk l s(1964:177-181) Acknowledgement 

of Difference (A-D) scale, were used to determine whether 
respondents coping activities or ways of dealing with adoption 

issues were of the acknowledgement-af-difference type or the 

rejection-of-difference type. T~ese questions were modified to 

suit the pa~tic~la~ c:!.rc~s_tclI:lces Qf the adoptive families 
under review. Since Kirk's A-D score was first utilized in 

1964, it, will be interesting to see whether or not these 

questions still hold th~ same meaning, since cultural notions 

relating to adoption as a family form may have changed. Miall, 

in 1984, found that some of these questions did not have 

meaning for the respondents in her adoption study. (Questioris 
30,31,32,33, 34,35,36,37,38,39,40,41,57,58,59,60,65,69) 

viii) Parental Ethnicity: 

These'questions are used to determine the importance of the 
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respondents' own ethnicity to their lives. This may offer 

insight into the reasons why the Romanian culture was or was 
not important to the adoptive family. (Questions 46,47) 

OTHER CONCERNS 
ix) Biological and Adoptive Integration: 

This question identified ways in which respondents have or 

plan to integrate both the biological and adoptive children 
into the family. (Question 62) 

x) Strategies For Community Adoption Disclosure! 

This question isolated special issues, concerns, points of 

tension and the presence or absence of strategies for handling 
potentially discrediting information. (Question 68) 

xi) Adoption Group Support: 

These questions explored the attitudes of those who belonged 
to support groups and their expectations of the groups and 

their members. This information was compared to the attitudes 

and expectations of those respondents who do not belong to an 

adoption support group. 

(Questions 70,71,72,73,74) 

xii) Perceptions of Community Support: 

These questions explored people's public attitudes and their 

views towards Romanian Qdoption in light of the respondents' 

own personal experiences. (Questions 8,9) 

xiii) Social Policy Questions: 

Questions were included to obtain information about adoption 

policy. The Chairperson of SPARK, on agreeing to the 

recruitment of respondents from the membership list, requested 
that these data on social policy be presented to the SPARK 
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membership. (Questions 75,76,77,78) 

Some of the questions in this interview led to 

conversations that linked the adoption story together in an 

orderly fashion. The~e discussions provided valuable 
information for the members of SPARK and for other Romanian 
adoptive families. 

THE INTERVIEW SITUATION 

At the beginning of each interview, the respondent was 

told of the purpose of the study following the format outlined 
in the written letter of announcement (see Appendix B). The 

respondent was given an 'Information For Consent' form to read 

and sign (See Appendix B for a copy of this form). The 

researcher then discussed the precautions that had been taken 

to ensure confidentiality. These included storing the 
interviews in a locked cabinet and the use of pseudonyms in 

the summary of the data~ The respondent was then informed that 

there were no right or wrong answers and that the goal of the 

research was (a) to determine her experiences of adoption and 

(b) her ~er~ep_tiQns_ of others '_ v~ews an adoption 0 In add-itiQn, 

the researcher promised to answer any questions about her own 

situation following completion of the interview. Approximately 

one-half of the interviews were taped. Some of the respondents 

explained that they felt uncomfortable having this sensitive 

information taped, and that they preferred me to only write 

out the responses.(20) Extensive notes were made on all of the 

interview schedules. In fact, the note-taking often allowed 

the respondent to think about her opinions on the next 

question. At the time of the interview, a number was 

substituted for the respondent's name on the interview 
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schedule and on the tapes. 

After each interview, I determined whether the respondent 

wished to receive a summary of the results. All of the 

respondents asked for summaries and they all expressed a 

willingness to be contacted again in the future for additional 

interviews, thus allowing the possibility of conducting a 

longitudinal study. After the interview I reviewed each 

interview schedule, jotted down further comments on what had 

transpired during the interview. Finally, all interviewed 

respondents were sent a letter thanking them for their 

participation (see Appendix C). 

THE APPROACH TO QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS 

The purpose of lifebooks are to offer adopted children 

the foundation and information with which to build continuity 

and an identity which may have become fragmented by the 

process of adoption. Lifebooks are generally a pictorial 

history. They often look like a picture album, bright, warm, 

colourful and friendly. They usually start with a story and 

picturi!s and with as manY'rletailsof the Ghildrsn's lives as 

are available. As the children get older, they are used to 

document anything that holds meaning for the children. For 

example, letters, special event pictures, valentine cards and 

report cards can all be included. It is the story of a journey 

through childhood which is sometimes happy, sometimes painful, 

but always meaningful and very important to the children. The 

lifebooks were operationalized by asking whether or not the 

respondents had created lifebooks for their adopted children, 

what goes into the books and what their plans are for these 

lifebooks.(21) The respondents were also asked for 



80 

descriptions of the lifestories that were being presented to 

the children and how these related to the information 
presented in the lifebooks. 

The analysis of the qualitative data incorporated a 

categorization dependent on the use of the lifebooki for 
instance what was revealed and documented in the lifebook for 

the child. The categories include: 
1) Those Who Completely Incorporated Romania in the Lifebook 

2) Those Who Partially Incorporated Romania in the Lifebook 

3) Those Who Did Not Incorporate Romania in the Lifebook 

Once the respondents I stories had been categorized, I 

identified where respondents who lacknowledge or reject the 
difference I fell in these three categories. In terms of 

stigma, fourteen questions in the interview schedule referred 

to perceived stigma and adoption. Of these questions seven 
(questions 28,42,43,63,64,66,79) were designed to measure 
perceived s~1gma around Romanian adoption in particular, and 

seven (questions 7,8,21,22,27,44,67) were designed to measure 

perceived stigma around adoption in general. If a respondent 

answered negatively to four or more of the seven questions in 

each cat~gory, she _wa§ QQn~idQreg t9be demonstratlng -1lhigh 
level of perceived stigma around adoption in general or 

Romanian adoption specifically. (22) These respondents were 

then incorporated into 9ne of the three categories of lifebook 

mentioned above. 

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SAMPLE 

There were a total of fifty children living with the 

thirty women interviewed for this research. Of these, nineteen 
mothers (63.3%) had adopted one child from Romania, and eleven 
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mothers (36.6%) adopted two children from Romania. There were 

also twelve biological children in the group, spread out over 

seven families. Two of the mothers became biological parents 

after they had adopted children from Romania. 

Ages of the mothers at the time of the interviews ranged 
from thirty-two to forty-nine, with fourteen (46.6%) in the 
forty to forty-nine years of age category. Sixteen (53.3%) 
were thirty-two to thirty-nine years of age. The ages of the 
children at adoption ranged from one week to five and a half 
years old. The average age of the children at the time of 
adoption was fourteen months. The majority, twenty-two (57.9%) 
were adopted between birth and six months; three were adopted 
between seven and twelve months;. three were adopted between 
thirteen and twenty-four months; four were adopted between 
twenty-five and thirty-six months and six were adopted between 
three and a half and five and a half years of agee 

The educational level of these women was high. All but 

one of the respondents had completed high school and the great 
majority, twenty-five (83.3%) had some form of higher 
education following high school. Of these twenty-five, nine 
(36%) had completed Community .College, six had completed 
Un! versi ty,. and- three had Master-I s -degrees. 

In order to obtain a rough indicator of the socio
economic status of the respondents, their occupations were 
noted before they adopted in the case of the full-time 
mothers. Present occupations of those who mother and work 
outside the home were also recorded. Although this research 
deals only peripherally with socio-economic status as a 
characteristic of the respondents, these data were reported 
for the mothers' and the fathers' occupations. To report only 
the mothers' occupations would have distorted the view of the 
socio-eco'nomic status as the occupations for the fathers tend 
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to be on a higher socio-economic scale. 

Of the thirty mothers, twenty-one (70%) worked outside the 
home either part-time or full-time. Nine (30%) mothers are at 
home full-time with their children while "the children are 
young. The occupations of those employed outside the home 
ranged from two in clerical positions; two in secretarial 
positions; two social workers; two nurses; two business 
owners; an editor; a police officer; a Director of an 
elementary school; and eight women in management positions. 
Generally speaking, these women were of middle-class to upper
middle-class status, working primarily in professional, semi
professional and administrative occupations. Many of the women 
lived in dual-income familie~. Seventeeri (56.6%) of the 
working mothers said that their partners also worked full
time. All of the nine (30%) full~time mothers reported that 
their partners were employed full-time. Of the four single 
mothers, three were employed full-time and one was presently 
employed part- time outside the home. The occupations of the 
respondents' partners ra~ged from seven who were community 
service providers (firefighter, police officer, etc); six who 
were professionals; five were in managerial positions; three 
were tradesmen; three who were labourers; and two who owned 
businesses. The Canadian demographics for adoptive parents 
mentioned -earl-ier, -support -the demographics of this -present 
study, in that adoptive parents are likely to be well educated 
people, in professional and managerial positions. 

In terms of marital status twenty-six of the thirty 
respondents were married, one was in a second marriage that 
had taken place several years before the adoption. The average 
number of years married was 12.8. Four of the respondents were 
single mothers who had chosen to parent as single women. In 
terms of religious affiliation, eight (26.6%) of the mothers 
interviewed were Roman Catholic. Six belonged to the United 
church. Five were Anglicans. Three were Protestant. Three were 
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Jewish. Five belonged to other denominations. In terms of 
ethnic origin, twelve (40%) of the women were 
Canadian/American, seven were British/Irish/Scottish, four 
were Northern European, two were Eastern European and five 
were of other ethnic origins. 

Generally speaking, the majority of respondents 
interviewed became adoptive mothers in their forties, with 
adopted children between three and eight years of age, 
married, well-educated with a middle to upper-middle-class 
economic status, ,Roman Catholic and Canadian-born. (23) 

The results of this research are presented in the next 
chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In this study, an analysis was made of (1) how adoptive 

mothers of Romanian children construct a socially shared past 

with their children; (2) how they perceive others' definitions 
of adoption; (3) whether these adoptive mothers attempt to 

manage information about their child(ren)'s adoption with a 

view to protecting them from stigma; and if so (4) what kinds 

of strategies, in an analytic and descriptive sense are used. 
Also, (5) if stigma is not perceived in adoption, what 

definitions do they perceive? A number of questions indirectly 

relevant to these issues are also considered. For example, the 

respondents' perceptions of other adoptive mothers and the 
importance of a social support group. Consideration is also 
given to Kirk's (1964) categorization of modes of coping with 

adoption as they relate to the discussion at hand. Finally, in 
Chapter 5, the conclusions drawn from the research questions 

in this study are discussed in relation to the larger 

theoretical issues associated with Mead's theory of the past 

and the symbolic interact~onist _perspectiv~. 

RESULTS 
1) The Adoption Process in Canada 

Respondents were asked to retrospectively reconstruct 

their experiences with the Canadian adoption process. They 

were asked to talk about their decisions to adopt and their 
first experiences with adoption procedure, since the Canadian 

process is completed before the Romanian process. When the 
respondents were asked why they had chosen adoption as a way 
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of forming a family, twenty-one mothers (70%) gave infertIlity 

as the deciding factor. Eight (26.6%) said they had adopted 

for altruistic reasons, having made the decision to adopt 

after becoming aware of the situation in Romania. One mother 
chose adoption for personal medical reasons. 

Seventeen (56.6%) of the respondents had been pursuing 
domestic adoption before they decided upon Romanian adoption. 

All of these women found that the waiting list for domestic 
adoption was too long. One of the reasons these mothers 

claimed for choosing Romanian adoption was that they were able 
to begin the procedure immediately, with little or no waiting 

time. Five of the respondents had been pursuing international 
adoption when Romanian adoption became an option. Eight . 

(26.6%) of these mothers began preparing adoption paperwork 
after they became aware of Romanian adoption through the 

media. Of the thirty respondents, ten (33.3%) had sought 
additional social support, other than from their social 

worker. For instance, some had sought help' with searching out 

information and with preparing for the journey to Romania. Of 

these ten mothers, four had contacted SPARK for social support 
during the adoption process. The length of time it took 

respond~nt~ to_ cQmpl.e~e the Canadian adoption -paperwor-k L"anged 
from approximately one month to one year. 

2) The Romanian Adopt~on Process 

Respondents were asked why they chose Romanian adoption 

specifically as a way to form their family. Eleven 

(36.6%) answered that it was because of the media coverage 

surrounding the plight of Romania and the orphanages where the 

children lived in substandard conditions. Six said they found 
Romanian adoption by chance, through meeting others who were 
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involved in it or who knew of others who had adopted children 
from Romania. Four w~re not able to adopt in Canada. 

Therefore, international adoption was their only option. Three 

said that they chose Romanian adoption because they could 

adopt immediately, three said it was the right time for them 

to pursue adoption, and three listed other reasons. 

The mothers were asked questions about their experiences 
with the journey to Romania in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of the mothers' meanings associated with how 
they created the socially shared past. Of the thirty families 
in this study, twnety-six (86.6%) travelled to Romania in 

order to pursue and complete the adoptions. Two of the women 
travelled alone to Romania. Three husbands travelled alone 

while their wives remained in Canada. And four women stayed on 
in Romania to complete the adoption while their partners flew 

back to Canada. A few of these mothers stayed on alone with 

their children in Romania for as long as six weeks. 

When the respondents were asked whether or not they· felt 

prepared emotionally to visit Romania, fifteen (57%) felt that 
they were prepared and eight (30.7%) felt that they were not 

prepa.r~d. In RQmania, _they had had to £ace -po'VQ-:I"-ty,eul'tu-re 

shock and also the possibility of returning without a child. 

(Four women did not travel to Romania and two women did not 

respond). Of those who claimed that they were prepared, some 

noted that talking about what was involved and actually 

experiencing it were two very different things. 

When the mothers were asked if they felt physically 

prepared to visit Romania, with respect to packing appropriate 

baby items (for example clothes, diapers, f~rmula and so on), 
personal needs, food and "gifts"(care packages, cigarettes, 
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chocolate) for Romanians, twenty-five (90%) of the twenty-six 

mothers who visited Romania felt that they were prepared (one 

mother did not re$pond). Most of these mothers transported 

cartons of clothing, food and medical supplies to donate to 

orphanages. The respondents were asked how their journey to 

Romania was and what feelings and perceptions they remember 

having at that time. Of the twenty-six mothers who travelled 

to Romania, seven (27%) felt that their journeys were very 

good. Ten (38.4%) felt their journeys were good; and nine 

(34.6%) said they had been tolerable. The comments on their 

feelings and reactions to the journey ranged from very excited 

"to finally be in the action mode" to "mentally I was at rock 

bottom, I was prepared to go through anything, I wanted to 

find a baby." Generally, the respondents seemed very aware of 

the fact that there were no guarantees of success. Many of the 

respondents acknowledged that they had felt "anxious, worried, 

frightened and excited during their journey to Romania. As 

Sarah remembers: 

Beth said: 

I was excited but doubtful. We were not confident 

enough to say 'we are coming back with two 

children' . 

In tb~ _ba~k_ ~£ our minds ".w.efeared wewGul-d-f-ly 

back without a child. I told my husband I would 

stay indefinitely, I was not coming home without 

a child. It was our best chance. 

Those respondents who felt very good about their journey 

to Romania remember"ed being in a very different frame of mind. 

As Karen explained: 
It was one of the best experiences of our lives. 

The worst that could happen is that we would 

come home without a child. 
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And Judy remembered: 

It was fabulous. We were so pleased we were 

finally in the action mode. We went through 

Vienna and stayed one night. We tried to go 

to the opera. We thought we would have children 

after this, so we better go to the opera now 

because we couldn't do it again for a while. 

The length of time respondents stayed in Romania to 

complete the adoptions ranged from three days to two months. 

The average length of time spent by respondents was between 

two and three weeks (12,46%). 

Eleven of the respondents (36.6%) adopted their children 

from Romanian orphanages, nine (30%) adopted their children, 

from maternity hospitals, and ten (33.3%) adopted children 

from birth homes. In describing their first meeting with their 

children before the adoption was finalized, eight of the 

mothers (26.6%) first noticed health problems such as 

malnourishment, severe diaper rash and crossed eyes. One baby 

was not able to move his neck. Five mothers (16.6%) commented 

on how the babies were kept tightly swaddled. As one mother 

commente!1, "he l.!as l.!rappeq up lik.e ~._. s~\J~ag.e" ... _Se."oZ.e.ral mothers 
described how beautiful their child was when they first met. 

Susan summed up the majority response succinctly: 

Oh my gosh, the most gorgeous little child, he 

was swaddled ••. I was jumping up and down inside! 

Most of the respondents who adopted their children from 

birth homes met their children for the first time together 

with the birth mothers. These mothers described feelings of 

discomfort and explained that the situation did not feel real. 
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As Julie remembered: 

The birth mother was holding him when she brought 

him to the house I was very nervous, I thought, 

this is like a movie! I was very aware of her 

feelings (the birth mother), I hung back and chatted 

a little. The translator said to me "do you like 
him?" 

Sandy described her first meeting with the baby and the 

birth mother in this way: 

She was in the hospital with the birth mother. 

The first time we saw her was in the car as we 

were driving to have the medical done. She was 

swaddled, we could only see this tiny face. I 

was more concerned with the birth mother at the 

time. We were with another couple. The translator 

asked the birth mother to decide which of us 

should adopt the baby. She chose us, but the other 

woman held the baby first. 

Generally speaking, the respondents said they felt 

prepared for their journey to Romania and the situations they 

encountered there. Although it was an emotionally charged 

process, their perceptions of their J?urney ~~d ~~e_p~Q~e~s 
were good. It is important to note too, that all of these 

mothers were successful in adopting children from Romania 

during this first trip •. 

3) Perceived Stigma and Adoption in General 

a) Overall level's of perceived stigma: 

In order to gain an awareness of how the respondents 

perceived public attitudes towards adoption generally and 

Romanian adoption in particular, two groups of seven questions 

were asked. As was described in Chapter 2, if a respondent 
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answered in the predicted direction for perception of stigma 

to at least four of the seven questions in each category, she 

was seen to be demonstrating a high level of perceived social 
stigma around adoption. The level of perception of stigma was 

considered moderate if she answered yes to three of the 

questions. The level of perception was considered low if she 
answered yes to two or fewer questions. 

The analysis of the first group of open-ended questions 
on adoption in general revealed a generally low level of 
perceived social stigma around adoption. Only one respondent 

demonstrated a high level of perceived social stigma, (five of 
the seven questions). Two respondents perceived moderate 

levels of social stigma. They gave negative responses to" three 
of the seven questions. Six respondents gave negative 

responses to two of the seven questions. And eleven (36.6%) 

answered negatively to one of the seven ~uestions. 
Interestingly, ten respondents (33.8%) did not give any 

negative responses at all to this group of questions. 

b) Adoptive and biological parenthood-similarities and 

differences: 
When attention was given to respons~~ tQ indLv1dual_ 

-- ---- -- - - - - ----- - ---- - - ---

questions about adoption, the following patterns emerged. 

Fifteen (50%) felt that society in general and neighbours 
viewed adoptive parenthood as IIdifferent" from biological 

parenthood, but that this was not the case with close friends 
and family. Only two perceived their close friends and their 

families as viewing adoptive parenthood differently from 

biological parenthood. As Hillary commented: 
Close friends and family view it as different 

because they've never experienced it. But as 
we're raising him they are beginning to see 
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there is no difference. They have a good 

relationship with him. 

When these respondents were, asked why they perceived that 

people in society and many of their neighbours viewed adoptive 

parenthood as being different from biological parenthood, the 

responses varied. Whereas some referred to a focus on the 

infertility of the couple or the issue of blood ties, others 

pinpointed a lack of familiarity with adoption as an 

explanation. As Jackie observed: 

People say to me "you couldn't have kids'?" 

Mary noted that: 

In society generally, its still different, 

people seem fascinated with the whole process. 

They say "oh, we could never adopt, we want 

our own". 

Similarly, Lorraine concluded that: 
As long as we use, terms like 'real parents' there 

will be a difference. 

In terms of the degree of acquaintanceship affecting 

responses, Angela noted: 

People in society generally i!r~ more _~eg~~i ve .. 
-- - - -- ---- - - --- ----- ---

People, complete strangers ask how much did she 

cost. We got the feeling from others that adoption 

doesn't count •. Also, she's visibly different. I 

would get rude questions about my husband being 

brown. Society is more negative than people we 

know who 'are more open to understanding. 

And Sally observed that; 

It's like a subculture, what do you know about 

drugs or AIDS or different lifestyles if no one 
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has been involved in it? It is the same for adoption 

if someone you know is adopting you should educate 

yourself around it. A large percentage of society 

see adoption as different - that its not a viable, 

lasting relationship like a biological one. 

Respondents were asked if there are people who they 

definitely do not want to know that their children are 

aqopted. Of the thirty mothers, six answered "yes". What is 

interesting to note here is that of the group of fifteen 

respondents who perceived society as viewing adoptive 

parenthood differently from biological parenthood, only four 

answered yes to this question. This response suggests that, 

although some respondents perceived a difference in society's 

views on adoption, most do not feel that there was a need to 

conceal their adoptive family status. 

Thus, although respondents were aware of these societal 

beliefs, they did not appear to feel personally stigmatized by 

them. On the other hand, half of the respondents indicated 

that people in society, neighbours, friends and family do not 

view adoptive parenthood as being different from biological 

parenth~od. ~<.ICi_i!l,_ t!le _e~121~cttj.o~fJ _Qffered ~entred _on 
familiarity with adoption. As Sandy pOinted out: 

Generally people are forward thinking. The 

experience has been that we are no different 

than other parents. Also, this is because she 

was a young infant at the time of adoption. 

Hillary observed: 
I have heard both opinions from everyone, society, 

friends, family, but as we are raising him they 

see it's no different. 
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When the respondents were asked if there are particular 

beliefs about adoption in our society that please them, 

fifteen (50%) felt that there were. Four felt that there are 
not, eleven (36%) did not know. Some of these beliefs that 

pleased the respondents focused on recent changes in attitudes 
towards adoptiori. As Mary noted: 

There is an increasing pressure to be open about 
adoption. 

And Susan argued: 

There is a change of attitudes, things are better 
now. I see less difference. For example between 
the old lady's comments of how could we do it, 

raise someone else's child, to our neighbours who 
wanted to know how they could do it, go about 
adopting a child. 

Those respondents who felt there were no beliefs in 
society relating to adoption that pleased them, focused, 

instead, on negative societal beliefs. As Angela observed: 

I have come across more negatives and that 
surprised me. Society has had adoption as part 

of society for a very long time. I'm not sure 

where the stigma came from. 

Grace noted: 
Parental leave is different for adoptive and 

biological pa~ents. It's society, it doesn't 

help adoption. 

It would appear from the analysis of the responses 

outlined above that, although the adoptive mothers in this 

sample did not perceive high levels of social stigma, they 

were not unaware of negative social beliefs about adoption. 
They attributed these to lack of familiarity with adoption. 
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Perceived Stigma and Romanian Adoption 

a) Overall levels of perceived stigma: 

The analysis of the second group of questions dealt with 
how respondents perceive public attitudes towards Romanian 

adoption in particular. An analysis of open-ended questions 

that dealt with stigma and Romanian adoption again revealed a 
generally low level of perceived stigma. However, more 

respondents (four of the mothers) were considered to be 

demonstrating high levels of perceived social stigma (four of 
the seven questions), than was the case for adoption in 
general. Three of the respondents gave negative answers to 

three of the seven questions; eight respondents (26.6%) gave 

negative answers to two questions; seven (23.3%) answered 
negatively to one question; while eight (26.6%) gave no 
negative responses at all. Thus, although both groups 

indicated overall low levels of perceived social stIgma, the 

stigma perceived to be associated with Romanian adoption was 
significantly higher than for adoption generally. 

b) Romanian-born adoption versus Canadian-born adoption 

of children: 
When the respondents were asked whether they think people 

perceive Romanian born ad~pted children differently from 

Canadian born adopted children, seventeen (56.6%) responded 

yes, they are perceived differently. Ten (33.3%) felt that 
people do not view them.as different. Three did not know. 

Respondents linked these overall differences to the negative 

media coverage of Romania and the conditions of the 

orphanages. For example, depictions of adoptive parents 

rescueing babies, the rumours of 'baby-buying' and rumours of 

a high incidence of medical illness such as AIDS all 

contributed to this perception. As Carol described it: 
Because of the media. Either they see the children 
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as 'special' or 'haven't you done something 

wonderful' because of the appalling conditions. 

People looked on it as "rescuing the children" 
Karen stated: 

There are media stereotypes painted around 

Romanian adoption. Orphanages are painted as 
the bad guys and it paints adopters as the 
'saviours' of these children. 

Angela concurred: 

The media has done a lot of damage around health 
and mental health issues. 

And Cathy argued: 

The reasons they were placed for adoption were 

different. There are ethnic issues and medical' 
issues. Our social worker wouldn't have anything 

to do with us when we told her we were going to 
Romania. She said they are mentally deprived. It 
was totally inappropriate. 

In order to further explore actors' perceptions of 
societal attitudes towards Romanian adoption, the mothers were 

asked if there were any particular beliefs around Romanian 

adoption in society that annoyed or _ '\,;lp_set:. _t.belP~ The _lIla_j~titll 
- - - - - -- -- -- -- - - - - --- -- - - - - . 

of mothers in this sample, seventeen (56.6%) agreed that 

certain situations had annoyed or upset them. As was the case 
with the previous question, common responses centred on the 

ways in which the media had portrayed the situation in 

Romania. As Jackie claimed: 
People th'ink we got soaked financially - they 

want to knowhow much we spent and they wanted 

to know if we had to bribe people. 
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Patricia stated: 

People think that you paid for children because 
of the media coverage. 

Respondents were also asked if there were situations 

that they have avoided because it makes them uncomfortable as 

adoptive parents of Romanian children. Even though the 

majority, seventeen of the respondents described negative 

experiences, twelve (70.5%) of these seventeen mothers stated 

that they have not avoided situations that may make them feel 

uncomfortable. Of the four mothers who have avoided 

situations, one said that it was the media she avoids. 

Reporters claim that, although they are interested in focusing 

on these families, ·they are always looking tor something 

negative such as medical illness due to early experiences in 

Romania to report. Two mothers described how they avoid the 

'Romanian' part of the adoption when revealing their adoptive 

status, because many people have stereot~~ed the children. 

They have received the following kinds of reactions, tilt must 

have cost a lot of money" or "They must like dancing and 

music." Julie described having had a plate of food ~rrive 

anonymously for their adopted child in a restaurant. Donna 

avoided potential situations by claimiI1<l that "no gne hc:l<:t to 
know if I didn't tell them - it was an evolutionary process 

for us, we worked through to the point where we are 

comfortable as an adopti,ve family." 

c) Revelation and response: 

In order to galn an awareness of how respondents 

perceived the attitudes of friends and family, they were asked 

how they think their family reacts to their child's adoption 

story and also how their friends react to their child's 

adoption story. An overwhelming majority of the respondents 
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twenty-seven (90%) described family reactions as being very 

positive/supportive/showing great interest/and as being' 

fascinated. As Patricia indicated, the family responded: 

With great interest in everything we had to 

tell them. They have read all of the translations 
about her background. 

Lillian observed: 

They are really proud of her. We worked 

together as a family to adopt her. 

Three of the mothers said that their families have 

accepted it but that they do not talk about it. The general 

reaction was that they felt their families found it difficult 

to understand the situation and cannot understand why the 

parents want to tell the children so much about their births 

and cultural histories. As Karen explained: 

I don't think they are particularly interested 
They think I dwell on it too much. My father 

had tears in his eyes when I told him that she 

knows her birth story~ He said "Didn't that 

break your heart?" 

Caroline noted that: 

My_ Ill()tll~r __ said __ t:o~~ "Oh, __ $tQ~ _-'l:alkLaC1-__ that - -

nonsense to her" when I was speaking Romanian 

to her. She's of the old school where biology 

occurs after the papers are signed. 

Eight respondents (27%) indicated that their families 

were not particular"Iy interested in the child's adoption story 

because they were concerned about the child's feelings. 

As Jackie put it: 
They feel bad for him because of his early 

circumstances that he will have to deal with. 
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In terms of the reactions of friends many of the responses 

were the same as those given for family. Generally, friends 

were perceived as being positive, supportive, and interested 

in the story. Some friends seemed to probe more and asked more 

questions than family. These questions included: "Do you wish 

you had met the birth f~ily,?11 or "What information do you 

have'?". This may have something to do with the fact that the 

respondents tended to confide more in family than in friends 

about the adoption story. Therefore, family members may have 

had many of their questions answered before they even thought 
to ask. 

In two of the families, the children were experiencing 

emotional and developmental difficulties because of their 

early childhood experiences in Romania. Of the four children 

adopted in the two families, all were adopted over the age of 

three. Two had lived in orphanages in substandard conditions, 

and two were adopted from birth homes where physical and 

sexual abuse were apparent. Because of these difficulties, the 

children had been ostracized socially. Sophie explained it 

this way: 
My friends do not want their children interacting 

!'l!~h_!Uy c~:i.ldren. _I finJii_tv_er~iso1ating. The 

kids are labelled throughout the school. 

Sophie also described her family's relationship with the 

children: 
My parents are so supportive, they love the kids 

. . 
so much. My father helps me with the kids on a 

daily basis. 

In this case, family members tended to be more supportive 

of the adoptive family, particularly in times of difficulty. 
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Perhaps, under circumstances where the children are not 

experiencing these out of the ordinary difficulties, there is 

not the same need to be understanding of the differences in 
adoption. Similarly, there may be less interest in the 

adoptive parents' decisions about how much to tell the 
children. 

When asked what the main concern is that they have around 
Romanian adoption, the most common response was the lack of 

available information, records and documentation kept on the 
children's medical and personal backgrounds. Other concerns 

included the following: people were coricerned that Romanian 
~doptions are not happening as frequently as they once were; 

that the six month abandonment law is problematic as they 
believe it is not in the best interest of the child; that 

Canadian bureaucracy slows up the adoption process; that 

respondents also believe that the two governments must work 
together to make adoptions happen. 

To sum up, adoptive mothers perceived social stigma 

around adoption in general, and higher levels of stigma around 

Romanian adoption in particular. However, overall levels of 

!lerceived stigma were low ap.(j cUo. u,otappear to affect or 
influence respondents' behaviour. For example, the majority 
did not seem to consciously avoid potentially stigmatizing 

situations. On the othex: hand, they did tend to choose the 
situations in which they discuss their adoption stories. For 

instance, respondents tended to discuss their stories more 

openly with. family members than with friends. However, the 

vast majority did not hesitate to discuss adoption per sea In 

the next section, greater consideration is given to these 

issues o· 
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4) How Mothers Construct Socially Shared Pasts: 

Preliminary Findings 

The Creation of a Lifebook 

As was mentioned earlier, the lifebook is a child's memory 

book designed to help a child create a sense of identity. 

Lifebooks are ongoing, starting at birth or before, giving 

continuity to a child's life that may have become fragmented 

because of adoption. In order to determine how the adoptive 

mothers create socially shared pasts for their children, they 

were asked questions regarding the use of a lifebook and the 

sharing of their child's birth and cultural history with both 

their child and society. Of the thirty mothers, twenty-six 

(87%) had created lifebooks for their children. Some of these 

parents did not refer to them as lifebooks. This is a fairly 

recent term coined by The Children's Aid Soclety.(24) When the 

mothers were questioned as to the information collected for 
this book, there was an overwhelming inclusion of history 

other than that found in the traditional biological baby book, 

which generally records baby's first years of growth. 

Of those respondents who had created lifebooks for their 

children, tweIlty-~hr!!~_ (~a.~%l said_the_ir _experiences with

family, friends and society had not influenced what they 

decided to put in or leave out of the lifebook. Of those who 

described why it has not made a difference, responses varied. 

Caroline stated: 
There is not that much to include in the lifebook. 

Everything I had I put in. 

Sally said: 
Sometimes I have to keep reminding myself that she 

is adopted and that there is a difference. 
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Two respondents believed their experiences with others 

influenced what went into the lifebooks. Julie said that 

family and friends send her information such as media articles 

to be included in the lifebook, while the second mother said 

that some of the children's earlier experiences would not be 

documented in the lifebook because it would be too disturbing 

for them. One mother stated that she does not yet know what 

she will do with the lifebook. 

Respondents were asked to explain how they have gone 

about preparing these histories for their children and what 

goes into the books. Specifically, the types of information 

that make up these Romanian lifebooks may include media 

coverage of Romania from the time of Ceaucescu's downfall in 

1989 (25), or the history of and photographs of Romania, or 

Canadian and Romanian adoption paperwork, or photographs of 

the birth mother and/or birth family and photographs of the 

orphanage, hospital and/or birth home where the child resided 

before adoption, the child's passport, documentation of the 

child's firsts such as a tooth, first words or first day at 

school, and also the child's medical and social history. Some 

of the parents kept journals of their time in Romania and have 

written their child I s ado~ti.ol'l Qj.~~Q:nrina _stnry£ormwhich . 

can be retold to their child. A number of the mothers have 

reported creating lifeboxes or treasure boxes which hold birth 

and cultural mementos. Eor instance, they may hold the clothes 

the child wore on the journey to Canada, letters from the 

birth family, a pacifier, a Romanian flag, as well as mementos 

such as Romanian vases, linens or dolls. 

The majority of mothers in this sample were responsible 

for creating and contributing to the lifebook. Ten(38%) of the 

twenty-six fathers contribute to the lifebooks. Fifteen (58%) 
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of the twenty-six couples discuss the contents of the 

lifebooks. Some of the respondents also receive contributions 

to lifebooks from friends, both Canadian and Romanian. These 

are in the form of media articles, books and mementos. Of the 

twenty-six families who have created lifebooks, seventeen 

(65.3%) said that their children have a role in contributing 

to the lifebooks, while eight (30.7%) feel that their children 

will have a role when they are older, and can better 

understand their lifestories and are able to read and write. 

One mother stated that she wili not allow her child to discard 

anything from the lifebook until she is an adult. This 

_suggests that there may be parts of the 1ifestories that will 

be disturbing to the children, but that the parents feel a 

responsibility for documenting and preserving the information 

for their children until they are- responsible adults. 

When the mothers were asked if there was any information 
that they felt strongly should be included in the lifebook, an 

overwhelming majority twenty-four (92%) said birth family 

information must be included. For instance, it was important 

to provide information about the biological family's life and 

circumstances, photos of the birth family, birth place and the 

birthf~i:l.y's~g<i:t"~es_. Man-Y' m...nt_ners. also in~icated t-ha-tt-he 

history of Romania should-be included, particularly those 

events which led to the beginning of international adoption in 

Romania. Other responses included the following; everything we 

have, pictures of our child spending time with other Romanian 

adopted children, an incorporation of both the birth family 

and the adoptive family, and the child's own life 

achievements. 

In order to acquire a more indepth understanding of how 

these mothers construct a socially shared past with their 
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children, it was necessary to determine (a) how the adoptive 

mothers share this information with their children, and 

(b)what were the mother's own views of the importance of 

Romanian culture for their child's birth and cultural history. 

With this in mind the respondents were asked if they planned 

to share their children's birth and cultural history with 

them. All of the respondents answered "yes" to this question. 

There was overwhelming agreement among the respondents that 

this information is a birthright and they believe it is 

important for these children to know their birth histories. 

This attitude mirrors the findings of the literature on ethnic 

identity, which suggest that children who are adopted across 

racial and cultural groups, must be helped by the family to 

deal with identity issues which are unique to.adoption 

(Brodzinsky:1990:150). These children are less likely to have 

a strong sense of their own ethnic identity than are children 

who are raised within their own ethnic groups. 

It is interesting to note that, in describing their views 

on the importance of Romanian culture for their children, some 

of the mothers made a distinction between the importance of 

birth history and cultural history. While all of the 

respondents felt their chi14~en must be tQld o£ their 

adoptions and lifestories, some did not think that cultural 

history was as important. These respondents claimed that they 

may not focus on their children's Romanian cultural roots 

unless the children became interested as they grew older •. 

The respondent·s were -asked what they will include or 

leave out of the birth story as it is told to the child. 

Twenty (66.6%) of the respondents said that they will tell 

their children everything, that is, everything that·they know, 

and are able to learn. The information will be given to the 
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children at age appropriate times. This evidence is in keeping 

with the responses of these mothers'to the question that dealt 

with the disclosure of their children's ethnic identity. Some 
of the mothers admitted that their children's story will be 

difficult for them to tell the children. However, they believe 
it is their responsibility to give the children this 

information. Many mothers explained why they will include all 
of the information available. As Hillary sa±d: 

Nothing needs to be left out. I will be as 

straight as I can with him. I see it as a very 
positive thing. I think she (birth mother) was 

looking out for him every step of the way. 

Susan shared her experience of telling her child the adoption 
story: 

We told her we wanted a baby and we went on a 
big airplane. And we told the lady there that 
we would love the baby always, and we signed a 
paper to promise this. The baby was you. 

Some of the mothers reported that their children ask to 

see the lifebook and they look through it together. This gives 

them a chance to ._t:.~ll !.~_ story both.verbally and th.ron..ga. 

looking at the pictures. Rita described an experience she 

shared with her six year old: 
We have presented it in a way that hopefully she 

won't feel rejected. She said to me 'you know 

Mommy, if I could I would send my bed to Rita 

(birth mo"ther) and sleep on the floor.' She 

understands the poverty there at the age of six! 

Only two of the respondents said that there are things 
that they will leave out of the adoption story_ These were 



105 

"the negative parts about the country" and "the money issue" 

which refers to the rumours of "baby-buying" and "bribery" of 
the Romanian people and government officials. 

These responses suggest that the respondents were 

strongly committed to the belief that a child's birth and 
-cu-1-tu-r;a-1-hi-s't0"Ey- a-J!"e-an--important-part-oInis 7lier neaItny -

--~--~ 

sense of identity. In keeping with the above responses, 

thirteen of the mothers (43.3%) claimed their children's 
ethnicity to be Canadian/Romanian. Three of these mothers also 

included their own ethnic backgrounds. For example, Canadian/ 

Romanian/Italian. Ten (33.3) said that there children are 
Canadian. Four claimed their children are Canadian/European 
(representing their own ethnic background for instance 

Canadian/Italian). Two said their children are Jewish, while 

one respondent did not know yet what she would say her child's 
ethnicity is. Twenty-six (86.6%) of the thirty respondents 
said they would integrate or already do integrate their 
child's Romanian culture with their Canadian culture. Two said 

that they would not integrate the cultures. Two did not know 

what they would do. The comments ranged from enthusiastic to 

somewhat guarded. As Sarah said "We will incorporate as much 

Romanian culture as WeCj:~Il'" wbile Susan claimed "If she 

wants to celebrate Romanian customs we will, but we won't jam 

it down her throat." As these responses demonstrate, much 
will depend on the child's interest. There was a view among 

many of the parents that they would not deny the children 

their birth and cultural history. 

To sum up, the data strongly indicated that 

(a) lifebooks are an important part of constructing socially 

shared pasts for these mothers, (b) The maj.ority of 
respondents who have created 1ifebooks have included 
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information prior to the adoption, including birth and 

cultural history, (c) of those who began lifebooks at the time 

of the adoption, the birth history has been included if any 

was available, and (d) whether lifebooks were used or not, all 

of these adoptive mothers have begun to share birth and 

cultural histories with their children verbally by teliing the 

adoption stories. What is important to note here is that the 

adoption literature strongly suggests that the attitudes of 

adoptive parents towards adoption have been shown to influence 

an adoptee's achievement of a sense of identity. Positive 

parental attitudes towards the children's birth and cultural 

histories, as these mothers exemplify, allows the children to 

develop a sense of identity. In addition, introducing children 

to their birth and cultural histories at young ages will 

encourage an interest in their history as they grow. 

The Relation of Mead's Theory of the Past to the Construction 
of Socially Shared Pasts 

The intention of this research was to examine Mead's 

theory of the past as it relates to the construction of a 

socially shared past within families who have adopted children 

:from RO!l1Ci!li.a. Maj.n~_$ and his co 1 1eagues (1987) i in their 
interpretation of Mead!s theory, have proposed that each of 

the four dimensions of the past are an integral part of the 

continuous process of reconstructing a past. These dimensions 

include the implied objective past, the social structural 

past, the symbolically reconstructed past and the mythical 

past. The findings of this study reveal that respondents do 

indeed construct socially shared pasts in stages which relate 

to the four dimensions of the past. Further, the intention 

underlying this construction is to create continuities between 

the child's past and the present, in anticipation of the 
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family's future shared life. The sociological implications of 

constructing socially shared pasts will now be considered in 

the exploration of the actual experiences of Romanian adoptive 
families. 

Respondents were asked questions about how they 

incorporated the past and the present in order to inform the 

future for their families. Each of Mead's four dimensions was 

operationalized and analyzed separately. Then the results were 

compared, in order to determine the part each dimension plays 

in the construction of a social~y shared past. 
a) The Implied Objective Past 

According to Maines and his colleagues (1987:164) the 

implied objective past "refers to the existence of previous 

events, not the meaning the past has for the present. 

Behaviourial realities in the present lead one to the 

conclusion that there had to have been certain obdurate 
realities in the past." Maines and his colleagues have 

further contended that this dimension is the least obvious of 

all four dimensions of the paste In terms of this research, 

implied objective, factual events would include, for example, 

the existence of birth parents, time spent in Romanian 

orphana9E!S, thE! inf~r1:j.li.ty of t_he adoptivepar-antsanQ S0 0n 

for most of the families. In order to operationalize these 

implied objective facts, present "behavioural realities II of 

respondents were established as follows: respondents were 

asked (a) whether they presently have any contact with the 

Romanian birth family, and their views of this; (b) if they 

have thought about seeking contact with the birth family in 

the future, and why or why not. Further attention focused on 

discovering which 'facts' from the child's past were presented 

and included in the child's adoption story. The assumption was 

that the more events and facts recognized and included in the 



108 

adoption story by the respondents, the more concrete the 

implied objective past would become. First of all, respondents 

were asked about their experiences in Romania with birth 
parents. 

Sixteen of the respondents (53.3%) met members of their 
children's birth families (most often the birth mother) while 

in Romania. The majority of these adoptive mothers described 
feeling grateful, humbled, and happy to have met her. The 
respondents felt that the birth mothers were sad women, warm, 

decent, and frightened. Some also fOUnd the birth mother to be 
distant and impersonal. This may have been due in part to the 

language barrier and the awkwardness of the situation. The 
respondents described these meetings as experiences they would 

never forget. Many of the respondents described an empathy for 
the birth family because of their life circulnstances. As 

Barbara explained: 
They were so sad and so poor. I wondered if 

they really wanted to do it. Her birth parents 

knew she had to come to Canada or she would 

not have made it, because she was so malnourished. 

Patricia observed: 

_~~ __ ()~J.:i _ h~_~~ _"!:hes~ children thro_agh"a~oss --to 
the birth family. In the taxi, the birth mother 

asked ME if she could hold him. And I said "yes, 
of course." The day we went to pick him up, the 

sister asked if she could dress him. We also met 

his godparents. It was a very emotional time. They 

were all "attached to the baby. They all started 

crying when the sister gave him to me, I'll 

never forget it. 

An Grace confessed: 
I felt anxiety. We could speak to each other in 
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the same language. Th~e grandfather said to us, 

"Just don't cut off his arms and legs." They 

had heard that babies were being sold for body 
parts and for research purposes. 

Seven of the respondents (23.3%) presently have some 
contact with the birth family ill Romania. Contact in this 

study is defined as (a) having 1:he birth family's address, 

(b) the birth family having the adoptive family's address and 

(c) the exchange. of letters or pho~tos between the two 

families. Four (57%) of these sev'en respondents said they 

fel t very good/good/fine with tl'.tis contact; and three said 

'not very good'. Those who were unhappy with this contact 

explained that they have recei vE~d negative reactions from the 

birth family. The adopted parent:s expressed concern that this 

might be harmful to their child later on. Judy summed .it up 

succinctly when she,said: 

I write to her a few t.imes a year and I ask 

her questions (about t~he family). But she 

doesn't answer them. She j \1st . asks for things 

like a television and a VCR. 

These mothers expressed concern for the type of 

relationship they would continue to have with the birth family 

and how they can explain this to their children. These letters 

suggest a disinterest in the child and an interest in monetary 

rewards. Yet, the respondents stated that they did not want to 

sever the contact as it is an import~t link to their child's 

birth and cultural history. And it may also be a link that the 

child will wan't to pursue in the future. The respondents who 

said they were happy with the relationship with the birth 

family stated that they have a o:ne-waLY relationship involving 

the adoptive parents sending a 1~et1:er and photograph of their 



110 

child once or twice at. year. There is safety in this type of 

contact because presumably, the birth family does not have the 

adoptive family's address and would not be able to contact 

them. Some of the mothers expressed fears that birth families 

might want to take the children back to Romania if they were 

able to. Thus, although they believed it is important to have 

contact with the birth families for the development of the 

children's sense of identity, many of the mothers said that, 

when they sent pictures of the children, it was of the child 

alone with no identifying informatioIlL and no return address. 

Of those twenty-three respondents (76.6%) who do not have 

contact with the birth families, beca.use of circumstances or 

the choice they made at the time of adoption, six did not feel 

positively'about the situation. ~rhey stated that they would 

like to have contact in order to possibly obtain photographs 

and birth histories for their children. There was also concern 

expressed for the birth mother's feelings. As Patricia stated: 

She gave birth to theSE! children, she deserves 

to know they are healthy and happy. 

Five said they felt good or very good about not having 

contact with the birtlil families. They claimed that they felt 

safer this way. Two methers said they were advised by their 

Romanian translators not to seek contact. They were told that 

it was inappropriate. Karen explsLined: 
We wrestled back and fCllrth. The natural 

inclination was that we wan1ted to do some

thing, not because they' gave us the most 

precious gift, but becaluse we are so lucky. 

So instead we give back. to the orphanage. 

Twelve respondents (52%) sta,ted they were fine about 
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having no contact with the birth families. Several of the 

mothers felt that, at this time, it was better for the 

children not to have relationships which may be confusing for 

them. A few mothers said that they had tried to contact the 

birth families with no success. They had sent letters and 
packages which were returned. 

The respondents were asked if they had thought about 

seeking contact with the birth families in the future. 

Nineteen (63.3%) said yes; four said possibly; five said no; 

and two did not know. Most of those who had thought about 
seeking contact said that they would pursue it when the 

children were older and only if it WcLS what the children 

wanted. Some mothers felt uncomflortable with the idea. 

However, Nicki told this story about her five year old, who 

was adopted at the age of two yeiars:. 

I am almost positive she will want to see them. 
She pretends to phone lRomania and she says, 

"Hello birth mother, do you remember when I 

loved you and you loved me'?" 

All of these respondents said thiat they would like to have 

more material on birth. family hil:;tOry to give to their 

children. 

Of those respondents who had not thought about seeking 

contact with the birth families, there was some indication of 

a level of rejection of the diffE~rence between adoptive and 

biological parenthood. This was apparent in Caroline's 

statement: 
No, if the child is comfortable in the adoptive 

situation, they shouldIl't desire a personal 

contact with the birth family. I do not think 

could even find his bil~th mother. 
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In addition, some respond.ents were fearful that, if there 

was contact, the birth family mi.ght 1::ry to take the child away 

from them. 

In terms of the implied objective past, these results 

suggest that the following pattern is typical. Although all or 
most of the respondents shared factual, objective events in 

the past, for example, Romanian birth parents and adoption, 

respondents differed along several dimensions in terms of the 

present "behavioural realities"of the implied objective past. 

Variations were observed in (a) level of contact with birth 

parents; (b) possessi,on of concr,ete material items and social 

information such as photographs and birth histories; and 

(c) evaluations of the importanc1e of such contacts and 

information. 

These findings suggest that the adoptive parents who do 

have contact with birth families and those who hope to have 

contact in the future, see this Iconta.ct as one in which they 

have control over the situation. For example, the adoptive 

families have the birth families addresses, but the birth 

families do not have ~the adoptiv4~ families addresses. Given 

the distance between ~the familie!; it seems realistic that this 

is the type of open-adoption the~:;e families can expect. 

Situations may change in the future if families return to 

Romania to: meet birth families. Under the present 

circumstances it does not seem likely that the birth families 

would come to Canada. Generally, the respondents felt positive 
about having control over the si1::uation. Attention will now 

turn to the social structural pa!:;t. 
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b) The Social Structural Past 

The second dimension, the social structural past, is 
concerned with the documentation of the past· in terms of 1;he 

sequencing of acti vi ties and eVE!nts. According to Maines and 

his colleagues (1987: 237) the st.ructl.lring of the past is not 

deterministic. However, as "the past structures and conditions 

the experiences found in the pre.sent,," social structural pasts 

establish probabilities for what. will take place. As Maines 

and his colleagues have argued, "the order within which things 
happen and appear conditions tha.t which will happen and 

appear." In this study, how respondents sequenced the events 

in their children's past experiences and documented them was 

used to operationalizie the sClcial structural past. 

Specifically, attention focused on (al) the creation of the 

lifebook, how much information w,as documented, and how it was 

ordered and/or (b) the adoption story that was verbally 

relayed to the child, how much iJrlformation was documented, and 

how it was ordered. 

The respondents were asked questions that were designed 

to elicit what information they bad, the meaning the 

information held for them and hOl,., they chose to present it, 

both in the lifebooks and verbally as the adoption stories. 

The majority (nineteen) of the r4~spondents (63.3%) were able 

to identify some social and medical history for their 

children. Of these, most received a homestudy(26) from the 

Romanian court with very little jLnformation on the birth 

history. Some were able to identlfy whether their child had 

siblings, and the circumstances around the reason for 

adoption, for instance, the birthparents were teenagers, or 

farmers, or gypsies living on a commune. A few of the mothers 

were able to obtain a very minimcll medical history.(27) Two of 

the respondents, both single mothers prepared questionnaires 
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to take with them to Romania. Wi.th the help of a translator, 

they were able to obtain some social and family medical 

histories from the birth mothers: which· they have documented in 
the lifebooks for their children. 

As discussed earlier, the majority of respondents said 
they were documenting all of the: available information in the 

lifebook, and all of the respondents were verbally relaying an 

adoption story to their children.. Thus, the factual 

documentation which represents the social structural past 

included medical and some· social history in the majority of 

cases. Some of the respondents described however, (a) how they 

have removed photographs of birth mothers, and certain 

newspaper and magaziIl!e articles, or (b) have yet to include 

them in the lifebooks, as the information is not appropriate 

given the age and the stage of d1evelopment of their children. 

This finding illustra,tes how the:se mothers acted to order or 

sequence past events in the pres~ent in the best interest of 
the child. 

Twenty-seven of respondents (90%) returned from Romania 

wi th cultural and birth mementos. ~lost of these respondents 

specifically shopped for cultural mementos in Romania with the 

intention of returning with item~s symbolic of their children's 

birth country. The mementos included traditional Romanian 

dress, handmade dolls r j.ewelleryj, flags of Romania, maps of 

the country and photographs. FeW4!r mothers were able to 

acquire mementos of their childrEm' s birth history. Others 

however, had the clothes the baby wore in the orphanage or on 

the journey to Canada u a memento given to the child by the 

birth mother, pictures of the birth family or a Romanian toy. 

Many of the parents eltpressed an interest in returning to 

Romania with their children in the future. They stated that at 
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this time they hoped to bring back more cultural and birth 
mementos. 

That the majority of respondents searched for and 

returned with mementos for their children suggested a desire 

on the part of the parents to create order and continuity from 
the past. As much information as possible was collected in 

anticipation of future attempts to foster the children's sense 
of identity. The parents' future plans to return to their 

child's place of origin were also interpreted as an indicator 
of this desire to socially struc'ture the past in order to 
secure the future. 

Notably, within the lifebool!tsu or in telling the adoption 

stories, respondents documenting the children's historical and 

social past, introduced into thils ordering, the adoptive 

parents themselves. In this way, the Romanian experience 
became part of the en~tire adopti~i7e family's socially 

structured past and. laid: the gro\md[work for their socially 
shared future. 

To sum up, respondents made judgments about how to order 

or structure past experiences in their child's life. These 

ranged from documenting historical events such as media 

reports of Ceaucescu's overthrow, or obtaining cultural 

artifacts such as Romanian crafts;, to including more personal 

medical and social histories. Res:pondents ordered events in 

terms of present goals - i terns dE~emed inappropriate for the 

age of their children were censored or set aside for inclusion 

at some later .date. Respondents alIso expressed the intention 

to' return to Romania to obtain further information to order 

the past. Most notably, respondents used these events and 

experiences to order their own appearance and to solidify 
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their relevance to a child IS paslt, different and distinct from 

their own. 

c) The Symbolically Reconstruc:ted Past 

According to Maines and his colleagues (1987:163), Mead's 

symbolically reconstructed past "involves redefining the 

meaning of past events in such a. way that they have meaning in 

and utility for the present." In. this research, attention was 

focused on where respondents chose to begin reconstructing the 

past. Specifically, this dimension was operationalized by 

determining where the respondents be9an the adoption story and 

documentation in the lifebook. Twenty mothers (77%) reported 

including information in the lifebooks prior to the adoption. 

Those respondents who began the stories when the adoption took 

place, report that the lifebooks document hii5t'diEfie§"i"~vents 
preceding the adoption. Yet the 'verball stories begin with the 
journey to adoption. Marilyn's family story is explained this 

way: 
We tell the children the story of how Mommy 

and Daddy met, we want jed to have babies and 

we couldn't carry a, baby in Mommy's tummy.' So 

we searched and found lRomania. We then tell them 

how we found them and lbecame a family. 

Caroline described: 
Volume 1 of the lifeboc)k is the adoption paperwork. 

Volume 2 includes pers()nal mementos, photos of 

the hospital in Romanic:t, us in Romania, and 
, , 

mementos of her biolog:Lcal family's village. 

Volume 3 are photos wh~~n she came home, shower 

cards etc,. Volume 4 hels the newspaper articles 

and twelve videotapes ()f North American T. V • 
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programs on Romania. Her brothers also contribute 

to the book sometimes as well, like the banner 

they made for hel;' '\Then she first came home. I 

would like the .whole family to take part in the 
lifebook. 

Sally explained: 

His lifebook begins wi.th our decision to adopt 

him and the reason why' this was possible. There 

is a section at the be.ginnJlng that is an intro

duction to my husband and 1: and a picture of the 

moment he was put in his arms. We made a family 

tree that includes both ·the birth parents and us. 

He also has a photo album that he keeps in his' 

room. He likes to look at it before bed. One 

picture intrigues him - he always wants to see 

"the lady that gave me a baLth" (the lady that 

cared for him in Romania). I believe our job is 

to prepare him for the poss,ibility of what he 

may find out as he's older. There is a circumstance

they conceived him to ha~7e him adopted. 

These findings suggest that at this early stage of 

development, the children's story needs to be simplistic. A 

description of a politically ton~ Romania and the plight of 

the children would not have been appropriate at this time. 

Thus, mothers described, how in creating the adoption story, 

they began with simple facts 'on li\Thj.ch they could build as the 

children grow. The story will ahlays be the same, with more 

detail being added as is appropriate. In building upon a story 

continuity is created. Responden1~s direct their present 

actions towards future goal-rela1:edl activities. For example, 
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the majority of mothers had alrE~ady begun to plan what they 

would tell their children. In mc)st cases, they stated that 

they would reveal all they know to their children. For the 

moment however, they reconstruct:ed this story to be age 

appropriate. Al though present Ii.fe experiences shared by the 

adoptive family may also determine when and how the child 

learns of her/his adoption story, there were factual events 

which were being symbolically re!constructed early on in the 
socially shared past. As Denise explained: 

I feel strongly that e!verything we have 

should be included in the lifebook. The 

picture of her birthmolther isn't there 

yet, she's not quite ready, and I don't 

let other people view the book, that is 

for her to decide. 

It is interesting to note tha·t twenty-six of the 

respondents (86.6%) ~evealed that 'they had renamed their 

children upon adoption. Although not an original focus of this 

rese~rch, it became evident that renaming the adopted children 

also constituted a symbolic reconstruction of the past. 

Paradoxically, name changes could also be considered to be 

part of the sequencing of events within the social structural 

past. Renaming altered "facts" and represented the symbolic 

"rebirth" of the child as a member of the adoptive family. 

Indeed, the most common.reason offered for renaming the child 

was that the adoptive parents had chosen a name before the 

adoption, and they felt that the~~ needed to rename their child 
as part of becoming a family. Th~e renaming of the child 

symbolized the family coming tog4ather as a "real" family - a 

ri te accorded the bioilogical partents in namimg a child born to 

them. This gesture may also be c()nsidered to be one of the 

first'steps in the securing of a new sense of identity for the 
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child. Notably, some of the parEmts expressed concern over 

their child having a "cultural" or "ethnic" name and the 

possible consequences of this in Canadian society. This may 

have reflected perceptions of social stigma or concerns about 

the child being differentiated out from the family. Most of 

the mothers included the Romanicm given name as a second name, 
however, stating that it was part of their child's identity. 

On the other hand, a few of the children had not yet been 

named by their birth parents. TIley were newborns and their 

births had not yet been registered. The naming of the child 

then, became the adoptive family"s responsibility. As Susan 
explained: 

We asked the birth mother what she would 

have called him. He had not been named yet 

because he was so young. We gave him that 

name as a middle name. 

This is an example of how factual events in the past were 

symbolically reconstructed by the adoptive parents in order to 

contribute to present and future strcltegies of fami.l.y 

integration. Notably, most of those respondents, who did not 

include the Romanian name as a middle name, expressed a regret 

at not having done so. Four resp10ndents did not rename their 

children. Of these, one used the child's Romanian name. The 

others added their chosen name a:fter the given Romanian name 

on the birth certificate. However, they referred to their 

child by the name they themselvels had chosen. 

It is clear that these adop·tive mothers symbo,lically 

reconstructed the pas~t in ways that created meaning in and 

utility for the present by (a) shaping information about 

events in the child's past in an age appropriate way; which 

(b) was reflected in where the child's history began in the 

lifebook and in the verbal adoptjLon. story; and (c) by 
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symbolically renamin~ the child. Notably, how the child was 

renamed (completely (Dr partially) re'lTealed the extent to which 

some mothers were prepared to acknowledge the child's 
"factual" origins. 

Finally, twenty-five of thE~ respondents (96%) indicated 
that their child would or alreao!y had a role in the creation 

of the lifebook, thus sugges1:ingr a pattern of interaction 

wherein parent and child would e:stablish their links to one 
another. 

d) The Mythical Past 

The mythical past, the fourth and most intriguing 

dimension, represents these "ficti"tious" creations which are 

not empirically grounded, but which may materially affect 

social relationships, by suggesting ways of thinking (such as 

the belief that something was meant to be). An overwhelming 

majority twenty-seven of the mothers (90%), reported that they 

felt that God or fate had, had a hand in bringing them 

together with their adopted children. Only three of the 

mothers said that they did not ~now. Many of the respondents 

felt that their fate was written for them and that the reason 

they were infertile was so that "they could adopt a Romanian 

child. It was through their faith in God that they were able 

to complete the adoption both physically and emotionally. Some 

mothers explained how their child physically resembled other 

members of the adoptive family or observed that their.child 

fi t right into the family, sugge~;ting that the adoption was 

was meant to be. As Denise said: 
I saw storks on the runway when we landed 

in Bucharest. I thought: at the time, this 

is a good omen and i t 1J~as. 
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Marilyn said: 

The world is a tapestry - 1:hreads weaving 

themselves. I believe in God and that we 

control our own fate. Our thread was ultimately 

tied to Romania. The reason we could not bear 

children and we could survive that is because 

these kids need nurturing. I feel we were led. 

Karen noted: 

She had blue eyes and jet black hair like my 

mother. No one else in the family has these 

traits, funny personality tr·aits like my mother. 

Several of the mothers also said that they knew their 

child was "the one" the moment they saw him or her. They made 

an instant· connection or bonding with. their child. These 

findings suggest, as do Maines ~~d his colleagues (1983), that 
the dimension of the mythical past has practical value. With 

respect to this study, creating ia mythical past offered 

adoptive mothers useful tools wiith which to socially integrate 

the family. 

It is clear that several obs.!rvations were made which 

support the use of Maines and hi!!; colleagues (1987) four 

dimensions of the past. First, although all or most of the 

respondents shared "factual" obj E~cti ve events in the past 

(Romanian birth parents), they varied in terms of how these 

events were manifested in presen1: "behavioural realities" 

(contact with birth parents and E~vclluations of these contacts) 

- the implied objective past. Second, respondents made varied 

judgments about how to order or ~:;tructure past experiences in 

their children's lives to achievE~ present goals. For example, 

adoptive mothers ordered events cmd experiences to establish 
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their own relevance to their children's biological and 

cultural past in the present - t~he socially shared past. 

Third, respondents differed in constructing where the 

children's histories began (in ~~omania, in Canada, or at the 

time of adoption), and through renaming their children, 

symbolically reconstructed their children's biological pasts 
as a way of integrating the children into the adoptive family. 

Finally, respondents used notions of fate or God to support 

family integration - the mythical past. 

Although th~ data supported the relevance of all four 

dimensions, there was overlap "in that some events could be 

categorized as representing the sociall structuring or symbolic 

reconstructing of the past. For ,example, witholding 

information in response to the appropriateness of the 

children's ages. Further research is needed in other 

circumstances to dete,rmine wheth'er this overlap is incidental 

or inevitable. 

Parental Views On Adoption 

Respondents were asked two questions that deal with their 

own views about adoption and, sp~acifically, their own Romanian 

adoption experiences. The respondents were asked (a) how 

satisfied they were with their d~acisions to adopt. And (b) if 

they felt adoptive parents of C~ladian born children had 

different experiences than they did. All the respondents 

stated that they were very satisfied with their decision to 
adopt. A common response was It I 'lIl1ould do it allover again! It 

Respondents were then asked to compare their Romanian 

adoption experience,with their pE!rceptions of the Canadian 

adoption experience. This was done to explore their own 
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attitudes toward Romanian adoptive parenthood. Twenty-four of 

the respondents (80%) claimed that Canadian adoptive parents 

would, have had different experie1nces from theirs. Three 

reasons were offered for this observation. First, 

respondents referred to differen.ces in the two processes in 

terms of (a) the amount of paperwork which was doubled for 

Romanian adoptions; ('b) the appeal period in Canada. There is 

a waiting period of twenty-eight, days in Canada after the 

adoption,occurs, durtng which time the birth mother may change 
her mind about the adoption. Once the adoption is legally 

finalized in Romania, there is no further waiting period. This 

was described by the mothers as a positive difference for 

Romanian adoption, as many of these lITomen had experienced the 

anguish of having a child removed :from the home within the 

first month after a C:anadianadoptioIlL placement had taken 

place. (c) The respondents also stated that there is less 
government involvement in mandat10ry follow-up visits by the 

social worker with Romanian adop'tions 0 Respondents also viewed 

this as a positive difference. SI:::lme olf the mothers described 

negati ve experiences with Canadiian sOlcial workers who were 

regarded as intrusive,. As Grace stated: "the social worker 

didn't stick her nose in our business when we came back." 

And (d) Due to the procedure or lack of it in Romania at the 

time, of these adoptions, some of the respondents felt that 

Canadian adopted children would have eas,ier access to their 

birth histories. In Romania, reccJrds were not often kept of 

birth histories. This is yet anot,her indication of the 

importance these mothers placed (In their children ,having 

access to their bir'th histories. This perception supports 

Kaye's (1990) findings which rev~:!al that adoptive parents are 

far less secretive about adoption, particularly with their 

children, as compared to the respondents in Kirk's (1964) 

study'(c.f.Miall,1989). As the ULterature suggests, the trend 
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in the 90's is toward more open adoption. Adopted children are 

given their historical information or may be involved in 

completely open adoptions where the children have a 

relationship with the birth mother. ,As Sally stated: 

In Canada there is a c:hance for more openness 

and the possibility 0:1: contact with the birth 
mother. 

Second, differences between Romanian and Canadian 

adoption, were linked to the cultural differences inherent in 

Romanian adoption. For some of t:he mothers, this was a very 

positive difference. The opportumity to bring a new culture 

into their family identity seems~ to have been regarded as an 

enriching experience for these respondents. Barbara said that: 

Canadian adoptive pare!nts didn I t have the 

advantage of going to Romania and experiencing 

a different culture. 

Third, three of the respondents described social 

differences they had experienced. thrc)Ugh adopting children. 

These respondents believed that there was a stigma attached to 

Romanian adoption that was not present for Canadian adopted 

children. As Cathy summed-it up: 

People think that if you adopt in Canada 

everything is fine, but if you adopt 

internationally, people think you are 

buying a baby. 

The other social difference described was the state of 

health of the children, all of whom were born into and lived 

in poverty and unacceptable conditions by Canadian standards. 

Health issues such as malnourisrunent, parasites, and lack of 

physical and mental stimulation 1~ere felt to bring with them 
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experiences which compounded thE! social issue of adoption for 

these families. As Sally said: "'There is an easier acceptance 

of Canadian kids. II Two of the re!spondents felt that there was 

no significant difference betweE!n the two adoptive 

experiences; while four did not know .. Denise, who had, had an 

unusually positive Romanian expelrience throughout the process, 

and had experienced relatively c:omfortable living conditions 
during her six week stay, said: 

I don't feel going to Romania was a hardship 

it was faster and less, traumatic than some 

Canadian experiences. 

It should be noted that all of the respondents were very 

satisfied with their decision to adopt from Romania even 

though there were some difficulties attached. 

The Acknowledgement o,r Rejection of Difference Between 
Adoptive and Biological Parentho'od 

Questions were asked to dislco."er whether these adoptive 

mothers acknowledged or rejected the differences inherent in 

adoptive parenthood. Interest aliso focused on identifying 

coping activities and ways of dealing with adoption issues. 

The research was also interested in exploring whether these 

questions, utilized from Kirk's (1964) A-D score currently 

hold the same meaning for respondents as they did thirty years 

ago. The sociological literature suggests that cultural 

notions toward adoption have ch~lged. Miall (1987,1989) found 

that some of Kirk's questions did not pertain to the 

respondents in her study. A comparison of those findings to 

this study was also of interest. 

A 'series of eighteen questions, divided into two 
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categories were asked of the res,pondents. (see Appendix D for 

these qUestions) These qUestions dealt with adoptive parents 

own views about adoption, as well as their satisfactions and 

dissatisfactions with adoptive paren1: status in society. The 

first set of qUestions based on Kirk's A-D score, were 

analyzed in much the same way as in his 1964 study. If a 

respondent answered "yes", to a qUestion, it suggested 

acknowledgement-of-difference, whereas a "no" suggested 

rejection-of-difference tendencies. The higher the number of 

yes responses, the higher the level of acknowledgement-of

difference between adoptive and biological parenthood. The 

qUestions were modeled after those used in Kirk's study with 

modifications to fit the present sample. In this research, all 

of the respondents acknowledgreda difference between adoptive 

and biological parenthood. Inter1est, therefore, centred on the 

meanings underlying these "yes" responses. Did respondents 

share Kirk's interpreil:ation of wha1: "yes" meant or not'? 
The second set of ten. qUestions :focused on the respondents' 

own views around adoption, offer:ing further insight into why 

they acknowledge the differences in adoption as they did. 

As mentioned, the first group of questions dealt with the 

respondents' perceptions of the c1ifferences and satisfactions 

inherent in being an adoptive parent. They also considered 

reasons why adoptive parents thillk children should be told 

about adoption,. the mother's feelings around their biological 

families, and their perceptions ()f their children's feelings 

about being adopted. In responses to whether it feels 

different being an adoptive parent compared to being a 

biological parent, twenty-one reelpondents (70%) said no. 

Analysis of open-ended responses revealed that those who 

answered "no" were referring -to family functioning as opposed 

to family formation (Miall:1995) Thus, "no" in this instance 
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did not constitute a rejection of differen~e in Kirk's terms, 

as the mothers were referring to how their families function. 

As Caroline who is both an adopt:ive and a biological parent, 

put it: Having done it both waLys - no, there is no 

difference. I don't ha.ndle parenting issues 
any differently. 

The comments expressed by the mothers who answered negatively 

to this question support the not.ion that it is necessary to 

focus on respondent meanings underlying responses in order to 

fully understand what these responses mean. 

Those eight (26.6%) answering "yes" to this question, 

responded in ways similar to Marilyn in saying that: 

There are more issues that adoptive parents 

have to deal with. 

Or as Katie said: 

A birth mother had no chc)ice but adoptive 

parents cho,ose to be piarents. 

When respondents were asked if there are some 

satisfactions that biological parents have that adoptive 

parents do not have, nineteen (6:3.3%) agreed. Three reasons 

were given for this response which focused on the biological 

formation of the family. First, respondents felt that 

biological parents have -the satilsfaction of the childbirth 

experience. Second, biological p;arents did not have to deal 

with issues of genetics, identity or the lack of biological 

information about their children. ~~hird, biological parents 

had the satisfaction of being wi 1th and watching the~r children 

grow from' the day they were born. ~Tine (30%) of the 

respondents answered "no" to thif; question; while two said 

they did not know. 
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Alternately, respondents were asked if there were Some 

satisfactions that adoptive paremts have that biological 

parents do not. Twenty-four (80%i) of the mothers answered 

"yes". When they were asked to e~xplain this response, the most 
common explanation was that the personal satisfaction of 
becoming a parent was greater for infertile adoptive parents. 
These women described how difficult it was to become parents 
and observed that they did not t,ake their children for 
granted. Judy summed up this view: 

If you so wanted and w'aited for so long for 

something you can't help but appreciate his 
being. He is a miracle to me. 

Other respondents described the personal satisfaction 

that comes from the accomplishment of having successfully 
adopted a child. There was also the satisfaction of knowing 

that they were able to offer a child a better life. Another 
common response centred on the Rlomanian cultural experience 

and the positive elements it had brought to their families. 

Cathy described her experience in this way: 
Romania has changed us. !1aybe it was the 

culture of the country, we take so much 

for granted here. Our satisfaction was 
with the experience we gained going through 

the process. 

The respondents were asked l~hether they felt there were 

any disadvantages to being an adoptive parent. The responses 
were split on this question. Fif1teen (50%) said "yes U

', 

fourteen (46.6%) said "no", whilE~ one respondent did not know., 

Those mothers who said there are no disadvantages also noted 

that there is a general belief that there are "challenges" to 
being 'an adoptive parent. Along ~dth this belief, many mothers 
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being disadvantaged in the sens'~ that it is considered to be 

'second best' to biological parE~nthood. As Caroline .observed: 

Everyone in the world doesn't look upon it as 

we do. Its not as 'na1:ural' as biological, there 

is a belief that blood is thicker than water. 

Dorothy noted: 

I don't think there i~; cL disadvantage, but others 

may say 'its too bad 1:hat you had to resort to 

second best. ' 

Similarly, Sarah stated that: 

I like to think that peopl1e have progressed in 

their attitudes. But my brl:>ther-in-law was 

unsupportive, he said 'why do you want someone 

elses' kids'?, kids thclt someone else doesn f t 

want'?' I am afraid of that for my kids. 

Although one-half of the rE~sponses to this question were 

categorized as "no" there is lit:tle indication of respondents 

rejecting the difference. As thE~ quotes above suggest, 

respondents were aware of a soci.al stigma caused by the belief 

that adoptive parenthood is different from biological 

parenthood . 

. Of those respondents who fE~l t there are disadvantages to 

adoptive parenthood, a common re~sponse centred· on the 

differences in the Canadian govE~rnment' s treatment of adoptive 

families. Parental leave provisions for adoptive parents are 

less than for biological parents:, there are no government 

support systems equal to those for biological parents and 

funding for medical or psycholog:ical care is not available for 

children adopted internationally. 
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The respondents were asked if there were any particular 

times or circumstances when they were aware of the fact that 

they are Romanian adoptive parents. 'l'he maj ori ty, twenty-two 

of the respondents (73.3%) said "yes". The most common 

response was when they take their children to the doctor, 

which may be a reminder that there is no medical history or 

that there are medical concerns due to their children's 

impoverished beginnings. Another common response was when the 
respondents view media coverage ,of Romania. These mothers 

described a positive connection to Romania and its culture. 
Sally reported: 

When I see media stories surrounding Romania 

or when I meet newcomers tOI Canada from Romania, 

I feel a kinship. Or when I watch Romanian 
gymnasts on T.V. 

When the respondents were asked if they ever refer to 

their child's biological "family 1,.,hen they are speaking to 

their' child, eighteen (60%) said that they do. All of the 

children at the time of the study were between the ages of 

three and eight years old. The piarents reported the children 

to be at an age where they are b4aginning to ask questions 

about where they came from. The IDost popular question the 

parents were asked was "Was I in your tummy?" Those who 

referred to the biological family did. so by telling their 

children that they came from "anc:>ther lady's tummy." Those 

twelve respondents (40%) who ans1,.,ered. "no" felt that their 
children were not yet ready for ,the information. These 

respondents said that they would talk to their childr~n about 

their biological families when i,t was appropriate. This 

finding suggests that they are nc:>t rejecting the difference 

but are concerned with the best :interests of the children and 
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the appropriate time to tell. 

It is interesting to noite t:hat when the mothers were 

asked if they ever refer to their child's biological family 

when speaking to others, twenty (66.6%) said that they do, 

nine (30%) said "no" and one res,pondent did not answer. Of the 

majority who answered "yes", most said that they discussed the 
biological family more at first, when the adoption was 

completed. As time has passed however, they have talked about 

it less. The reason offered for this change was that the 

mothers believe the children's a.doption stories are their own 

to discuss or not. Some of the paren1:s ·expressed regret at 

telling people so much about the:ir children's history, feeling 

that they had invaded the children's privacy. For those who 

answered "no" to this question, the reasons were much the 

same. There is a general belief that not everyone has to know 

everything about the adopted childr~l's stories. There is an 

apparent difference in the way this question was interpreted 

when compared to Kirk's study. The main concern in this study 

was empathy for the children and a respect for the children's 

privacy. This question. may have been better utilized by 

modifying it to reflect changing parental attitudes towards 

adoption. Adoptive parents are probably increasingly willing 

to acknowledge the dif£erences i:n adoption but make judgments 

about when and how to do so. 

All of the respondents said they imagine how their 

children will feel about being adopted. They imagine what the 

children's feelings may be. The children may have feelings 

such as curiosity, rejection, anger, sadness, grief and a 

sense of loss of the birth famil:y. What they have done with 

these imaginings was to use them in the present to lay down 

the groundwork for thei·r children in hopes that it would ease 
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the children into understanding and accepting the realities of 

their birth histories. As noted earlier, these mothers are 

developing a sense of continuity for their children by 

overlapping their child's present actions (their adoption 

questions) with past events (such as the fact of adoption) and 

future goals (how the children Rlay react to the adoption 

information in the future). It is for this reason that it 
becomes important to acknowledge~ the difference between 

adoptive and biological parenthood both with the adopted 

children and in society. This acknowledgment facilitates 

identity construction for the ad.opted children concerned. 

"The final question in this group asked the respondents if 

they think that adopted children should be told about their 

adoption. All of the respondents answered "yes". In their 

responses, some of the mothers referred to the importance of 

creating a feeling of normality for their children, by telling 

children about their adoptive status at a young age. These 

respondents' views are yet another example of how, by 

acknowledging the dif'.ference beb'leen adoption and biological 

parenthood, a continuity is created ~Thich is necessary for the 

creation of socially shared pasts. 

The second group of q\ies.tio:ns examined the respondent's 

views as to why they acknowledge the difference between 

adoptive and bioiogical.parentholod" as well as how they 

perceive other adoptive parents. The first question asked 

whether respondents, when intro~ucing their children to new 

friends, ever use the word adopt1ed .. Sixteen (53.3%) said 

"yes ll
; while thirteen (43.3%) said "no" and one respondent did 

not answer. The general attitude of those who answered "yes" 

was that they did at first becaulse of their excitement around 

the successful adoption and also because of the ages of some 
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of the children. For those who ,adopted older children, it 

became more of an issue. Also, :some of the parents adopted two 

children who were less than nim~ months apart in age. This led 

to questions being raised by otlllel:'s who met them .• (28) Of this 

group, most stated that they no longer feel the need to 

volunteer the information to pecJple, and that they themselves 

would determine the appropriate situations in which to 

disclose the informa'tion. Of thc)se who answered "noil, the 

general response was that i t wa~; no one's business and they 

felt they were prot~cting their children's privacy. 

In order to explore actor perceptions of the general 

atti tudes of other adopti ve parE~nts I respondents were asked 

why they thought some adoptive parents may not tell their 

children that they are adopted. Responses centred on the fear 

experienced by the parents in tE~rms jof the children rejecting 

them and/or wanting to search fc)r birth parents, fear of 

hurting their child or protecting their child from feeling 

different, and discomfort wi'th t:heir own feelings around their 

infertility and adoption. Seversll respondents also indicated 

that these views were old-fashicmed, unfair to the children, 

and only served the parents' O~l needs. On the other hand, 

respondents were asked why tl~ey thought some adoptive parents 

may choose not to tell others that their children are adopted. 

Several respondents indicated that the child may be treated 

differently and by not J;evealingr the information the risk of 

social stigma around adoption would be reduced. It was viewed, 

therefore, as a form of protecti.on for the children. Others 

said that parents may not ChOOSE! to itell because the 

information is private, it is the chlldren's information, to 

tell or not. The way in which these respondents perceived 

other adoptive parents' views is not necessarily an indication 

of tneir own opinion. Several re,spondents stated in their 
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responses to the above questions that not telling the children 
or others about adoption was harmful to the child. This view 
reflects Kirk f s concept that re~relation is an acknowledgement 

of difference. The code of conduct presently advanced among 

adoptive parents and professionaLls is to disclose all of the 
adoptive information. 

On the other hand, when respondents were asked why some 
adoptive parents may tell people: they meet right away that 
their children are adopted, they responded because it was an 
exciting, different, happy experience and they wanted everyone 

to know. Respondents also stated. thai: these parents would 

probably discuss it less as time went on- a response similar 
to that given by the respondents who said they had used the 
word "adopted" when they introduced their child to new 

friends. Another common response was that parents might tell 
people right away as a form of o'vercompensation, to justify to 

themselves that it was okay. Some of the respondents also said 
they do not understand why some parents may do it, because it 

is unnecessary and some people do not. need to know. In terms 
of how these mothers view disclo:sure, the maj ori ty of 

respondents, although acknowledging aL difference between 

adoptive and biological parentho~odj' stated that there is a 
time and place to disclose adoption information. These 

findings are well supported by M:iall (1987,1989). Miall 

(.1989:287) discussed how the respondents in her study 
indicated an awareness of the ne~;Jative meanings of adoption in 
the larger society and this affected people's decisions as to 
when to disclose the adoptive stc:ltus. For the respondents in 

this present study, it was also a judgement call and they 
believed it is not necessary to disclose everything. However, 

it is also wrong not -to disclose adoption per see These 

findings are in contrast to Kirk's findings, where a 
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respondent either acknowledged or rejected the differences in 

adoption. However, the findings of this study replicate Kaye's 

(1990) findings which revealed that the categories are not 

mutually exclusive, that parents' responses may include both 

acknowledgement and rejection oj( differences in adoptive 

parenthood. Kaye found that the many subtleties could be 

better understood by rating them., as opposed to being placed 
in a category. It appears that a distinction of high or low 

levels of the acknowledgement 0:1: difference may be a more 
appropriate way to assess paren1:s' p1erceptions. 

With regard to the information. that the adoptive parents 

have concerning their children' S~ birth histories, questions 

were asked which were intended t:o deitermine how the parents 

feel about the information they have and how they plan to 

share it with their children. Tbe respondents were asked if 

they wished they had more inforIIIlation about their children t s 

biological families. Twenty-eight (93.3%) said "yes ll
• The most 

important information sought was: medical histories of the 

families, information on the biological fathers, personal 

information regarding the biolog'ical families such as what 

they do for their 1 i vings, what th~ey think about and whether 

there are any birth siblings. Several respondents stated that 

they would like to meet their children's birth family. The two 

respondents who answered "non said that it was a pity that 

they did not have the information, but also that they do not 

want or need it. 

Adoptive parents were asked about the age at'which they 

began to share the information they do have with their 

children. The majority of respOndel'ltsl began to talk about 

adoption when the children were babies. Several of these 

mothers explained that they sharle the information by allowing 
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the child to take the lead in asking questions. Information is 

then shared as it is age appropria.te. The older children knew 

of their adoption and these paremts, too, shared the 

information as the children 'lI1erE! ready emotionally and 

developmentally to learn about i,t. As mentioned earlier, other 

ways these mothers had for shari.ng the information with their 

children included, having wri ttein or created adoption stories 

for their children, showing the children lifebooks or photo 

albums and discussing the conten.ts. A few of the mothers 

admitted that they did not know the best way to share the 

information. Twenty (66.6%) of the respondents said that they 

had no concerns about sharing th.is information with their 

child, while ten (33.3%) said that they do. The concerns 

expressed were whether they would be able to give their 

children the right information at "the right stage, that the 

information did not come across as negative because it was 

important for their child's identit.y to have this knowledge. 

Some of the respondents expressed a concern about their 

children's responses to this inf,ormation, such as a rejection 

of the adoptive parents, or what the children might encounter 

if they begin to search for their birth families. Of those who 

said they had no conc'erns aboutsharinq the adoption story I 

the mothers felt confident about t.he ways in which they 

planned to disclose the information. A negative answer to this 

question should not be taken as d.emonstrating a rejection of 

the difference in adoption. 

When the respondents were asked if there was any 

information that they did not w~~t th.eir children to ever 

know, and if there is any informcation that they would leave 

out of the lifebooks, only four respondents to each question 

said that there.were. In both cases, the responses were the 

same. They did not want their children to know of instances 
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where the birth mother sent letters asking for money or gifts. 

One adoptive mother did not want, her child to know that he was 

abandoned. Another mother did not want her child to know of 
her physical abuse as a young child. That there was 

information that a few mothers did not want their children to 

know or that they would keep out of the lifebooks was not 

taken to indicate rejection of difference, as the parents made 

this decision out of concern for th.e negative implications 

this information might have on their children's sense of 

identity and not, as Kirk sugges'ted, to protect themselves. 

The majority of respondents said: that the ways in which 

they handle 'their adoptive paren't sta,tus varies with the 

situation and the people they ar4;! dealing with (Miall:1987). 

Most of these mothers do not volun1:eer information about the 

adoption other than to close frit~nds or family as easily as 

they'once did, particularly as ~le children grew older and 

were more able to understand what: 'iIITaS being said. Some 

respondents said they are protec1t:inq their children from 

possible stigma by not offering 1:he! information to everyone 

that they meet. However, others said that they take the time 

to explain adoption to those who are interested in knowing 

about it and they feel that thesE~ clccasions provide 

opportunities to educate the public about adoption issues. The 

fact that most of these respondents chose not to tell everyone 

they meet about their c:Qild's adc)ption is not representitive 

of a rejection of difference as Kirk defined it, but a 

decision made out of respect for their children and the belief 

that some family matters may be kept private. 

To sum up this section, i,t 1riras found that all of the 

respondents acknowledged a difference between adoptive and 

biological parenting. This finding was well supported by 



138 

Mia11(1989) who also found the di's'tinction to be "when ll is the 

best time to disclose, and not the question of "whether or 
not ft to disclose. The importance of this finding lies in 

examining how the mothers acknowledged differences and their 

views on why they did. As described in Kaye's(1990) study, 

Kirk's categories of acknowledgement of difference are not 

mutually exclusive. Parents' responses may include both and 

the many subtleties inherent in the respondents' views are 

better understood by rating them withL regard to the extent to 

which they acknowledge the difference. The results of this 

study revealed a high level of distinction of acknowledgement 

of difference between adoptive and biological parenting. It 

was only through open-ended responses, that the meanings 

underlying this acknowledgment eDerged. For example, it was 

found in all instances that a ne9a1:ive response did not 

necessarily suggest a rejection of difference but rather a 

difference in adoptive parent perceptions.' Although, 70% of 
mothers said it does not feel different being an adoptive 

parent than a biological parent, analysis o'f open-ended 

questions revealed that they wer.e referring to how their 

family functioned as opposed to how their family was formed. 

Future research on adoption should continue to emphasize 

respondents' explanations of the:ir own responses. 

Ethnicity Of Parents 

In order to gain an awareness of the respondents' views 

on the importance of culture and ethnicity, two questions were 

asked. These focused on (a) how important their ethnicity is 

to them;'and on (b) whether they celebrate their ethnicity or 

not. The majority, twenty-one of the respondents (70%) stated 

that their ethnicity was very important/important to them. 

Twelve of these families were of EtlrOpean and Jewish descent 
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and uphold their tra~itional family customs, while nine 

celebrated Canadian culture. Sev'en s1:ated -that their ethnicity 

was not too important to them and of those, five c.laimed their 

ethnici ty to be Canadian·. Two re.sp,ondents did not know. That 

the majority of respondents felt tlhej.r own ethnicity to be 

important in their lives suggests one reason why they viewed 

their adopted childrens' birth and cultural histories as 
important to the children's sense I:>f identity. 

The Adoption Support Group: "Sharing Their Fate" 

In order to gain an awareness of how these mothers viewed 

others who had also adopted, fivle questions were posed that 

explored the attitudes of respondents. who belonged to support 

groups. I asked about their expe~c:tations of the group and of 

its members. These findings were tben compared to responses of 
those who do not belong to support groups. 

Of the thirty respondents in this study, an overwhelming 

majority, twenty-three (77%) saici that they behave differently 

with other adoptive parents than with biological parents 

(Miall :1987). Four of these twen1:y-·three respondents were not 

members of SPARK, the self-help ~;upport group discussed 

earlier. An analysis of open-endE!d responses to this question 

revealed that the difference was positive, in that respondents 

felt able to discuss adoption and adoptive parenting issues. 

There was also a rapport and an 'lmdierstanding of differences 

that they claimed is not present with biological parents. As 

Caroline put it: "we are kindred ·spirits." Eighteen (60%) of 

these respondents associated with Qlther adoptive families 

excluding those in the SPARK group. All four of the non
members also associated with othE!r international adopti ve 

families. Twelve(40%) respondents; sta"ted that all of the 
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adoptive families they associate~d with are members of SPARK. 

Of those twenty-six respondents who were members of 

SPARK, sixteen (61.5%) joined the group for the preadoptive 

services that were offered. Ten (38.5%) joined for the 

postadoptive services which includ1ed a social network and a 
regular newsletter. Four of these mothers are currently 

volunteers for SPARK, statin9 that they wanted to give back to 

the group and help others who wish to adopt a child. The most 

useful type of support for eighteen of the members (69%) has 

been the social and emotional supp~Drt. This has included such 

social events as the annual holiday party and the annual 

summer picnic. In addition chapter groups have been formed in 

many Ontario cities. (29) Eight (31%) said that the most useful 

type of support has been the newsletter and the adoption 

education information. Several of the respondents also said 

that the group is important for' 'the children in helping to 

create a sense of belonging' for -them now and into their 

future. 

A few respondents offered suggestions for services which 

,they thought should also be offered through SPARK. These 

included a greater emphasis on h4aritage and cultural 

awareness, a support group for the children, more information 

on parenting issues related to adoption, and information 

sharing around the issue of schoc)l and the adopted child, 

(most of these children are pres'~nt:ly entering the school 

system). Fifteen (58%)respondent~~ found support from SPARK 

around the disclosure of their children's birth and cultural 

histories. However, several mothE~rs~ expressed a need for more 

information on this issue. 



14,1 

A summary of these findings. indicate that a strong sense 

of belonging exists within this group as well as 'mutual aid' 

as Kirk coined the term. (30) The! rapport of this group seemed 

to stem from shared experiences with the adoption process and 

adoptive parenting issues, and not necessarily from solving 

perceived "dilemmas of stigmatiz;ation and deviance" 

(Phufl:1980). This group as described by the respondents, 

offers its members social activities I' services and information 
sharing around the issues of differences in adoptive 
parenting. 

Perceptions Of Community Support 

To determine whether traditional expectations of 

motherhood as biologically based might have influenced the 

respondents' perceptions of s,ti91ma around adoption in the 

communi ty, consideration was gi vlen to questions which required 

the respondents to indicate; (a) ijE they had told their 

friends of their decision to adopt and what the responses 

were; (b) if the respondents fel't 1:hey received the support 

they needed during the adoption pr()cess and after returning 

from Rom~ia with their children; (c) whether there was 

anything about introducing their children to family and 

friends that pleased or displeas~~d them; and (d) what they 

remembered" most about adjusting 1toc;;rether as a family in those 

first few months. 

All of the women in th.is" study had told friends about 

their decision to adopt. Many had confided in friends about 

the infertility which had led thE~ to consider adoption. Some 

of the women discussed the adoptjLon with friends as they 

proceeded through the process. A fe!w described situations of 

telling friends just before they we,re ready to leave for 
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Romania. These said ·that they di.d not offer much detai 1 as 

tb.ey were unsure about the proce~ss and how successful they 

would be themselves. The maj ori t,y of respondents, twenty-one 

( 70%) reported that friends t res:ponses to their decision to 

adopt were supportive or very su.pportive. A few mothers 

received pessimistic responses or no response, and questions 

as to why they would want to adopt' at: all. 

Twenty-five respondents (83.3%) felt they received the 

support they needed during the adoption process. Two felt they 

did not receive support, and three respondents said they did 

not need support as their partner supported them or they were 

confident enough about their decisio~L to adopt. Thirteen (52%) 

respondents named friends as their best support during the 

adoption process, four said b~th family and friends, three 

said family, three claimed adoption support groups. Two said 

their husbands were their bes,t support. The ways in which the 

respondents were supported included, emotional support during 

those times that they were unsur~e or frustrated over the 

process, financially, when one r4aspondent ' s parents took a 

loan so they could pursue the adopt:ion, spiritually, and in 

gathering information on adoption and the process itself. 

These findings suggest that (1) . the respondents perceived 

a low level of stigma around their decision to adopt. (2) The 

respondents received more suppor1t from friends than from their 

families during the adoption pro<::es;s. And (3) the support the 

mothers received was most likely tel be "supportive" or livery 

supportive." 

When consideration was given to the question of whether 

there was anything about.introducing their child to family and 

friends after the adoption that pleased or displeased them, it 
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was revealed that an overwhelming majjori ty, twenty-eight of 

the mothers (93.3%) were pleased. with the responses. When 

asked why, several respondents described having been given 

welcome home parties at the airport, baby showers for their 

children; and visits from family and friends for weeks after 

their arrival home. Also, many gifts were presented to their 
children. As Marilyn remembe:["ed: 

With our families it was all joy, the usual 

in-law stuff, you know, 11nwanted advice with 

a baby. But I wanted to enjoy all those normal 

baby things. 

Both family and friends in nine (30%) instances were 

reported to have been more atten·ti~7e to the child because the 

child was adopted from Romania, ·than would have occurred for a 

biological baby. The respondents perceived friends, family and 

neighbours as sharing in their j ()y of becoming parents, and 
also expressing empathy for the child and his or her 

beginnings in Romania. As Denise observed: 

They made more of a fuss than they may have 

normally done. We went to visit my husband's 

family first and there WetS a big party when 

we got there. The baby's room was all finished 

when we returned home cmdL there was a "Welcome 

Home II banner in the ki it chen • Everyone wanted to 

come to the christenin9 which is usually a small 

affair. We had eighty l~eople there and a bandl . 

Sarah noted: 
We felt like we were cE~lebri ties. People who 

don't even send us Christmas cards, sent us gifts. 
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These responses indicate an acceptance and support of the 

adopted children. These baby showers, parties and gifts were 

percei ved by these mothers as acceptaLnce of the adoption by 

members of the community. Most of the respondents who adopted 

older children reported experiencing many of the same pleasant 

experiences such as showers in honour of their children. 

A few of the respondents repOJ:"ted feeling displeased with 

family members when first meetin~9' their children. Grace 

recalled that: 

It wasn't the same as 1~hen the in-laws came to 

see my other two (biolc)gical children) in hospital. 

They made comments likla \' he is so small'. Prior 

to us going over to Romar.lia they said they would 

accept him into the family. But there is still a 

difference there betweEm the biological and 

adopted children. 

When respondents were asked what they remembered most 

about adjusting together as a fal1llily in those first few 

months, most described typical e:2!~pe~riences associated with 

having a new baby in the home, fc)r instance, sleep 

deprivation, less time together etS a couple, and the change in 

daily routine. Some of the· respondent:s claimed it was not an 

adjustment for them, that, instesLd" it felt so natural If or 

. lithe baby just fit right into our lives". Also, a few mothers 

who had spent their first wee]ts clf motherhood in Romania, 

caring for a child in impoverishe~d cOlr'lditiQns, felt it was 

much easier once they returned tCI Canada. Those parents who 

adopted older children expressed the lsame feelings of jOy over 

becoming parents as those who adclpted infants. How.ever, they 

acknowledged that there were adjustment issues to deal with. 
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Rosemary, who adopted two three year olds remembered: 

We were in culture shock. 'fhe chi ldren were 

playful and happy but every new experience 

was traumatic for thell1l, like baths, the first 

snowfall, they went in.to hysteria about every 

thing. We had to teach them how to play. At 

Christmas dinner they screamed because they 
wanted to eat right aw'ay, ~~hey still haven It 

stopped eating. We had no money left but we 

felt absolutely rich. 

Social Policy Issues 

Finally, respondents were asked questions about their 

experiences with Canadian and RO][nallian adoption policies, and 

whether they were satisfied or nlot wi.th the 'services which 
were offered to them. 

Generally, respondents felt that. the adoption process was 

ei ther not very effec'tive or not effective at all in preparing 

them for adoptive parenthood. Wh~en asked why, most respondents 

stated that there was no informaiticm offered through the 

government agencies on issues like the process of decision 

making around whether or not to cidclpt, which type of adoption 

was best suited for them, adjustmeIlt issues on adopting an 

older child, parenting issues and coping skills, and the lack 

of available histories for the children. 

There was also a dichotomy in responses about whether or 

not social workers were effec:;:ti VE~ j.n preparing respondents for 

adoptive parenthood. Some respondents claimed that social 

workers were knowledgeable and tried hard to prepare them for 

adoptive parenthood, while others; said the social workers did 
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nothing other than prepare the homes"tudy. This finding 

indicates that there does not se~em to be a clear social policy 

on the amount and type of prepat'atioll social workers are 

required to offer preadoptive parents. It appears to be an 

individual decision on the part of each social worker. 

Most of the respondents reported being annoyed with the 

lack of s'ocial policies and stan.dardized procedures around 

Romanian adoption. The recently appointed six month 

abandonment law, as mentioned earlier, was stated by many as 
not being in the best interest olf the children. 

Twelve respondents (40%), claimed that they received 

preadoptive services, from SPARK and other adoption support 

groups, from other parents who had adopted internationally or 

from an adoption facilitator. Notably, none of these are 

government supported agencies. There are no Canadian or 

Romanian policies on required pr,eadoptive information services 

directed towards preadopti ve parlen1:s. Only four respondents 

stated they received postadopti vie services. These mothers had 

sought out professional services from institutions such as The 

Hospital For Sick Children, McMalster Hospital, and the Clark 

Institute for their older adopted children. Again there are no 

required postadopti ve services a'iTailable. 

Many of the respondents expressed a need for information 

and available social services bolth preadoptive and 

postadoptive as there are specialized issues involved in 

international adopt'ion. This finding does not suggest that 

these parents are experiencing dlLfficulties themselves, which 

require professional services, bllt that the government should 

recognize the social issues involved 'with adoption in Canadian 

society. 



Having presented the resul1ts of this research, attention 

will turn, in the next chapter, to the theoretical, 

substantive, and social policy implications of this study. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This thesis has examined the creation of a socially 

shared past by mothers who have adopted children from Romania. 
A number of important implications fOir sociological theory 

have emerged from this study. The relevance of these 
implications for the theory alf the pa,st, adoption the10ry and 

the theory of stigma will now be considered. 

1) Implications for Mead's Theory OIf the Past 

The examination of the rele'Y'ance~ of Mead's theory of the 

past as it relates to the construct:ion of a socially :shared 

past wi thin Romanian adoptive, families led to the following 

empirical issues: 

1. To what extent is this const.ruction used to integrate 

the family, despi 1:e the:ir different birth origins'? 

2. How does this construction OIf socially shared 

pasts relate to the acknowledgement or rej ec'tion 

of differences as obser'l7eci by Kirk (1964) in his 

study of adoptive fami1:ies'? 

3. How is this constructioltl used as a strategy to manage 

social stigma (which mayor may not be perceived by 

adoptive parents)'? Does the adoptive family 

incorporate these diffe:cences from the past and how 

do they use them to enh4anc::e their preserit and future 

family life'? 

When consideration was giv~tl 1:0 the results outlined in 

Chapter 4, it was concluded that each. of Mead's four 

dimensions of the past were well supported in this study. 

Indeed, each played an integral role in the construc'tion of a 

socially shared past by these ad~:>p1:i ve mothers. Maine:s and his 

colleagues (1987) found that the implied objective pa:st and 

the social structural past were'relatively obscure and vague 

in Mead's definition. ,This resealcch took the theory further in 
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revealing a distinction between the two, and demonstrated the 

need for both as separate dimensions, yet linked as part of 

the total process of creating a socially shared past. 

The objective events of the! implied objective past were . . 

recognized in the fact that the children were born in Romania 
and that they all have birth falIlilies living there. However, 

families differed in terms of actual contact with these 

families. or present IIbehavioural. realities", and in terms of 

information available from the Romanian experience. This study 

demonstrated obviously that the more events and facts were 
recognized and included in the adoption stories, the more 

complete or continuous the socia.lly shared pasts became. As 

the literature suggests, this would result in a fuller sense 

of identity for the children. Th.at all of the respondents had 

already begun to share birth and cultural histories with their 

adopted children, and that most stated they would include all 

the information they have, is~ an acknowledgement by the 

adoptive mothers that their children have a factual history 

which began before the adoptive family came together. Through 

the use of the theory of the past, the importance of 

continuity in the adoption story to these mothers became 

apparent, as 77% of mothers thought about seeking contact with 

the birth family in the future in <)rCler for their children to 

discover more about their bi:t·thand cultural histories. 

The importance of continuity t.O these mothers was also 

revealed in the distinction between the implied objective past 

and the social structural past. llrac::ts, may exist and be known 

to the adoptive mothers. Yet they can choose not to include 

them in the construction of the iSo<::ia.lly shared past, thus 

connecting the succession of eVell1ts in a way which will yield 

different outcomes in the future, and perhaps, discontinuity 



in the socially shared past. A fact, such as the existence of 

birth siblings who may not have been relinquished for 

adoption, and whose existence hals not been revealed to the 

adopted child, may be discovered by the adult later on. This 

revelation may affect the adult's present sense of identity. 

For example, the adopted adult DlLay feel guilt or anger at 

being the one "chosen" while thel others were left behind. The 

adul t must then resolve this ideinti ty issue which would not 

have arisen if the facts had been presented as part of the 

adoption story. Goebel and Lott (1986) have obserVed that "as 

a consequence of unrootedness ... adoptees must also integrate 

the now with those parts of self that have been left in the 

past." Thus, it can be argued that these birth family issues 

could be resolved more positively if all of the available 

information were disclosed early on i.n the construction of the 

.I socially shared past. 

In this study, the operation olE the process of 

symbolically reconstructing the pa~st was evident in that the 

most positive beginning point wa:s chosen by these mothers in 

the construction of the past. The placing and sequencing of 

events in the lifebooks, and the verbal adoption stories were 

tailored to the children I sages ,and reinterpreted as 

circumstances required. The symbc:>lic renaming of the children 

as a way of "reshaping" the children's origins as members of 

the adoptive families was also ev'ident. 

The mythical past, although it do,es not represent a 

"factual" reconstruction of the past, was an important 

dimension in the creation of socially shared pasts in this 

study, as it enabled the adoptiv.! families to fill in missing 

gaps and unanswered questions in the adoption stories. Also, 

it reaffirmed their belief ,that 1:hE~ family was meant to be 



1~)1 

together. Tl1e usefulness of thi~; dimension was evident in that 

90% of mothers in this study reported that they felt God or 

fate had had a hand in bringing them together with their 

adopted chi·ldren. The mothers' E~xperiences with seeing storks 

on the runway in Bucharest, or not.ing a physical resemblance 

to adoptive family members reprE~sents the construction of 

mythical pasts which have practica.l 'ITalue in establishing and 

aiding integration. As Bartholet: (1993) has noted, recent 

studies on the quality of "attac:hment relationships" between 

adoptive mothers and children. heLve. shown that they do develop 

warm and secure attachment relat:ionships. This finding may be 

due in part to the mythical past: which strengthens the sense 

of belonging in the adoptive family, a sense which is 

important for continuity and the~ chi Idren 's sense of identity. 

To conclude, in this study, the theory of the past, as 

represented in Mead's four theoretical dimensions, was clearly 

observed in the substantive exam.ination of the process used to 

construct socially shared pasts. 

According to theorists such ale l'Iead (1964), Denzin 

(1987), Maines (1987), Flaherty (1987), and Charmaz (1989) the 

dimension of temporality in social pSlychology has been 

neglected in studies of human social life. This study has 

shown that the use of the theory of the past provides a deeper 

understanding of the process of social integration in adoptive 

families wherein the children'S ]birth and cultural pasts are 

incorporated into the family's present experience in 

anticipation of the future goal lof establishing the children IS 

posi ti ve sense of i'denti ty, and a sense of belonging. However, 

it is important to note that the theory of' time is one of 

shifting and changing reconstruc·tions .. As Charmaz (1989) 

noted, people need to take from 1their past, present and future 

images, events which not only fi"t 1:heir views of their own 
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selves and society, but also explaLin and account for them. The 
"same theory applies in reconstructing a past for adopted 

children. Focusing on time in this: study, revealed under which 

condi tions respondents moved frc)m remembered pasts, and their 

child's "factual" past, to create an altered view in the 

present in terms of an anticipa1:ecl future. Respondents 
described instances in the lifeboQlks, for example, where they 

had taken out pictures of the blrth families for the present 

time, as it was not considered appropriate information to 

disclose to their children at this time. When the mothers felt 

that the time was right, the information would be added to the 

lifebooks and disclosed. There were also differences observed 

in the information disclosed in the lifebooks and in the 

verbally told adoption stories. The adoption stories told in 

the present, were much more simplistic as they were meant to 

lay the groundwork for the complete stories that the mothers 

anticipated disclosing to their children in the future, when 

it became age appropriate. 

Hoffmann-Riem (1990) found that,. as adoptive parents in 

her study reconstructed their ch.ildren's biography, the 

unknown past became more and more extensive. She described how 

this caused a shift in the parent':s reconstruction as, given 

the lack of factual information, they had to make their own 

interpretations with the informati~:>n available. Many Of the 

respondents in this study encounterecl limitations in the 

information " available to construct an implied objective past. 

The adoptive mothers explained how they have written letters 
to birth mothers asking for information, and many of the 

mothers plan to seek contact with 1t:~he birth families in the 

future, in hopes of gathering factual. information for their 

children. Until the time when th1ey are able to expand on the 

content of the implied objective past, the beliefs of the 
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mythical past will enable these mOlthers to account for and 

explain their present situations; and to anticipate future 

goals. 

It has been established in this study that Mead's theory 

of the past is a viable way of E!xamining the process involved 

in creating socially shared past:s in adoptive families of 

Romanian children. The findings support those of sociological 

theorists, Hoffmann-Riem (1990), Charmaz (1989), and Denzin 

(1987) who have also utilized tllLe theory of time to reveal the 

social meaning of the past, pres~ent and future. 

This research has extended the theory of temporality to 

consider Kirk's adoptive kinship theory in order to gain a 

deeper understanding of how the socially shared pasts are 

constructed by these mothers. At,tention will now turn to these 

findings. 

2) Implications for the Acr..now'ledgment of Difference in 

Adoptive Parenthood 

Two maj or results emerged wheel c:onsideration was given to 

Kirk's theory of adoptive kinship: (a) all of the adoptive 

mothers acknowledged-the-differencle between adoptive and 

biological parenthood in that all included birth and cultural 

information on their childreIll in the lifebooks kept for them, 

or in the verbal adoption stories, (b) adoptive mothers showed 

rej ection-of-difference tendenci,es in terms of how they 

disclosed the birth and cultu.ral histories to others. 

Kirk's (1964,1981) adoptive kina,hip theory suggests that 

adoptive parents experience a role handicap that is associated 

with their adoptive status, concluding that, in contrast to 
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biological parents, adoptive parents do not have the benefit 

of social support. According to this theory, the best way for 
adoptive parents to resolve rolet handicap is to acknowledge 

the difference in adoption. Thus:, the ideal adoptive family 

situation is one in which the ch.ildren clearly understand the 

unique relationships they have ~rith their adoptive families 

and the birth families. There is no risk in this form of open 

adoption that adoptive families will pretend the children were 

not adopted or will deny their children access to birth and 
cultural histories. 

In this study, as noted, all of the respondents 

acknowledged the difference between sLdoptive and biological 

parenting. However, in Kirk's terms, some adoptive mothers 

also rejected-the-difference. Wberl~asl, in the past, this 

rejection might be construed as potentially harmful for the 

family, examination of the meaningl:! underlying this 

"rejection" revealed a different plrocess. Respondents, for 

example,. did not reveal their ad~op1:ive parent status to 

everyone, or introduce their child as. an "adopted" child. 

Disclosure of this information diminished over time and, in 

Kirk's terms, reflected rejection-of-difference tendencies. 

Respondents argued however, that concerns about privacy and 

the right of others to privileged. information about their 

children were factors influencin~;J the decision not to 

disclose. Miall (1989) has alread.y established that adoptive 

parents acknowledging the differl~nc:e at home, may present a 

different picture in public. Similarly, Kaye (1990) has argued 

that Kirk's acknowI"edgment/rej ec1t:ion dichotomy is too sharply 

drawn. He has suggested that the many subtleties inherent in 

the respondents' views are bette]:" lJmderstood by placing them 

on a scale of "high" versus "low" distinction of 

acknowledgment-of-difference. ThE~ importance of exploring 
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meanings underlying responses WetS also established in this 
study. 

It was clear, for example, that the adoptive mothers in 

this research were less concerned wi1th differences in how 

their families were formed (biological versus adopted) than 

wi th issues· unique to internatiolnal adoption such as the 
availabili ty of information on t:he children's birth and 
cultural histories. 

That all of the respondents, in this study acknowledged 

the difference in adoption, is evidence of the usefulness of 

Kirk's adoptive kinship theory thirty years later. However, it 

became clear, that there are different degrees of openness 

within these adoptive families, dependent upon the adoptive 

parents' perceptions of the follow:ingr issues: (a) the birth 

and cultural information avai.lable, (b) the children's needs 

and desires for this information, and (c) to a lesser extent, 

the influence of society's views 011 aLdoption, both past and 

present. The fact that these adoptJlve mothers were creating an 

atmosphere where the adopted children's questions, feelings 

and concerns about adoption were spoken about openly, may 

allow the children to take the llead in indicating to the 

parents when, and how much infonnation to disclose a"t 

appropriate times. This is an i~portant implication, not only 

for adoptive families, but for all family relationships. 

Watkins and Fisher (1993:57) havle argued that we cannot expect 

adult comprehension from children. (31) They have also argued 

that: 
We do want to provide a comfortable, accepting 

atmosphere in which thE! child can express whatever 

she is wondering aboutJr Clnd we want to give answers 

to her questions that cire! meaningful to her at her 
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point in development. 

What the authors conclude and what is also supported in this 

study, is that the task of adopt:i v'e parents is not only to 

inform children o.f their birth Clnd cultural histories. They 

must also listen to their children. in order to understand how 

they experience adoption and what this means to the children 

at different developmental stage~s 0 Future research which 

focuses on realistic descriptions of how children understand 

adoption and manage their feelings, will further enhance our 

understanding of how socially shared pasts develop over time 

within adoptive families. Theore:ticaJLly, the interactive 

process underlying this construction should also be explored. 

Recent research (Watkins; and Fisher:1993, Bartholet: 

1993), indicates that semi-open adoption appears to offer the 

greatest benefits and the least ri:skSi for adoptive families. 

The practice of semi-open adoption usually involves an 
exchange of non-identifying information , pictures, letters, 

gifts and possibly a face-to-face meeting involving no 

exchange of identities. This seeJm.s less threatening to 

adoptive family integration and the children's sense of 

belonging·. 

If adoptive families are to bE! involved in semi-open or 

fully disclosed openness in adop,tion, postadoption programs 

should be made available to adop1ti~7e families and birth 

families. Adoptive parents must also have access to workshops 

as each developmental stage of openness may bring new 

challenges. Also, changes in the degree of openness might 

occur during the family's life cycle. More comprehensive 

research into the concept of semi-c}pen adoption in relation to 

the construction of socially shaJred pasts particularly among 

adoptive children and their adop1:iv'e parents is needed. 
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Future research should als() explore the impact of the 

acknowledgement of difference OIl adoptive families as they 

encounter unexpected life experJLences. In particular, 

attention should focus on how adoptive parents and children 

manage and resolve adoption related issues in an environment 

of openness and disclosure. For example, will it become easier 

for families to manage unexpectEad issues than for families 

who, in the past have not disclc)se~d the adoption story'? 

(3) Implications for Social Stigrma in Adoption 

In this study, consideraticln was given to Goffman' s 

theo~y of stigma to examine JL ts rele"lTance for the construction 

of socially shared pasts among aLdopt:Lve mothers. Results 

indicated that adoptive mothers were aware of negative beliefs 

about adoption in general, and ~:omanJLan adoption in 

particular. Overall levels of perc'ebred stigma, however were 

low. Negative beliefs about adopti1on were attributed to a lack 

of familiarity with the process or mE~dia distortion. Thus, 

although the majority of responden'ts did not seem to avoid 

potentially stigmatizing situati'oms, they did tend to choose 

the situations in which they discu:ssed their adoption stories, 

for instance, more openly with fam:ily members and friends than 

wi th acquaintances or strangers. Mc)reover I although aware of 

negative beliefs, respondents did not, appear to feel 

personally sti.gmatized by them. 

On the other hand, respondents; did make judgments about 

information they felt should be :inc::lu.ded in lifebooks for 

their children, which reflected ,thjLs perception of stigma. 

Specifically, respondents refrainee} from including media 

coverage of Romanian adoption which focused· on the improper 

removal of children from birth parents or stories about baby-
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buying. An explanation based on the theory of stigma would 

suggest that respondents were w:l tholding information for fear 

of Ca) being stigmatized themselves or Cb) stigmatizing their 

children. When questioned, howe"er, respondents indicated that 

they had chosen not to include 1:het information at this time as 

it was not considered age appropriate for their children. Most 

indicated that they planned ·to disclose this particular 

information at some later date cloS part of a more general 

policy of "openness". Notably, t:he: flew adoptive mothers, (four) 

who perceived strong social sti~~a. around Romanian adoption, 

were mothers who had adopted older children or adopted 

children with medical or developmental concerns. Biological 

children coping with these issuets would also face social 

stigma. Adoption itself, therefclre, may not be the primary 

source of the social stigma perc:ei ved by these women. 

Research on stigma and adoption has sUggested that 

awareness of negative beliefs does not imply internalization 

or acceptance of these beliefs (Miall,1987). Indeed, Kaye 

(1990) has suggested that there is a need to explore with 

adoptive parents and adoptees how differences associated with 

adoption can lead to positive benefits. Attention will now 

turn to this suggestion. 

Percei ved Stigma and Social Suppori!: 

Studies utilizing ~he theo~y of stigma have focused 

almost entirely on the negative lConsetquences of stigma. 

Goffman (1963) himself, however, alrqued that stigma could be 

inspiring. Herman and Miall (19910) have documented positive 

consequences arising out of the :st:tgmatization associated with 

mental illness and infertility. :In this research, respondents 

acknowledging a difference in hOl" 1:heir families were formed, 
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sought out others who "share their fate". Specifically, almost 

all these respondents were members of SPARK or other self-help 

support groups. The four respondEmt:s in this study who were 

not members of SPARK were involvE~d informally with other 

families who have adopted internati.onally. 

Goffman (1963) has argued that. support groups can give 

voice to shared feelings while offe:ring members a sense of 

realness about their Situation, cl realness which may not be 

affirmed for them by others in the community. 

The findings of this study revealed that·respondents felt 

a strong sense of belonging in tlllis group. This rapport seemed 

to stem from information sharing ar0U11d adoptive parenting and 

not around solving perceived "dilemmas of stigmatization and 

deviance" (Phufl:1980). The majority of respondents (77%) did 

claim that they behave differently with other adoptive parents 

than with biological parents. These mothers did not view this 

difference however, as based on negative community responses. 

As with any other social experience, respondents felt drawn to 

others who have shared similar expe:t"iences and are "like

situated". SPARK also served to SUPpOI~t parents, who were 

interested in sharing adoption information with the community 

at large. 

In terms of the theoretical implications of this study, 

SPARK was an important link for adoptive mothers in creating a 

socially shared past. It offered lnembers shared experience, 

support, information on how to crleate a socially shared past 

for internationally adopted children, and suggestions on how 

to deal with issues unique to adoptlve. parenthood. The support 

group also offered the children ~~ opportunity to partiCipate 

in their Romanian culture and history through social 
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involvement with other children who have shared similar 

experiences in the past and will continue to share experiences 

in the present and future. 

In the past, studies linking st:igma to the adoption 

experience have based their argwllents on the relevance a blood 
or biological tie has for family formation and functioning. 

Adoptive parents have been considered stigmatized because of a 

lack of .a blood tie and studied in terms of how they attempt 
to "normalize" their situation b~r alcknowledging or rejecting 

the difference. This study of adopt:ive mothers has clearly 

shown that thi's may not be the case: for all adoptive families 

however. Specifically, the adopttvel mothers in this study 

readily acknowledged differences in their families based on 

this formation. Their concerns WE~re: focused less on their own 

blood relationships to their children than on the importance 

of having biological and cultural. information to help secure 
their .child I s complete identi1:y f'orma1t:ion. This marks a 

significant shift in conceptions of adoptive parents and their 

approach to parenting. With adopt.ive parenthood comes a 

reconfiguration of the mothering role that brings with it new 

cultural responsibilities and a contingent set of exigencies. 

Bartholet (1993) poses an ext.remeJLy important argument 

from a feminist point of view in discussing why stigma in 

adoption still prevails.in North American society. Most of the 

recent adoption literature shows that adoption works very well 

for all those involved. Bartholet argues that this success 

story is being suppressed becaLuse i't may be too threatening 

for SOCiety, and suggests impl.icati~ons that will rock the 

notion that is grounded in patriarchy of the importance of the 

blood line. Bartbolet (1993:165) draws the following 

conclusion: 
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It means, among oth.er 'things, that women can 

give away their childr,en or lose their capacity 

for pregnancy and still function as full human 

beings. It means that children who are mistreated 

by their birth parents can be removed for parenting 

by others. It means thiat biology is NOT ~estiny. 

It forces us to think about the appropriate 
definition of family ~ld community. 

As with all ideas concernin~J c:hild-rearing and the best 

ways to parent, ideas change drastically over time. (32) Miall 

(1995) has argued that the recen1: increase of divorce has led 

to changes in the traditionally conceptualized, biologically 

related, nuclear family. SOCiety has witnessed the increasing 

emergence of family forms charac1:erized by the blending of 

parents and children who are not bio14:lgically related, yet who 
function effectively and often in a lI·traditional ll family 

pattern. She concludes that there! is an increasing awareness 

that commitment, and not a blood tie, is the more important 

factor in family life. The findings in the present study 

support these observations. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE THESIS 

As in the case of any research endeavour, limitations in 

the research carried out must be acknowledged and the impact 

on the results obtained must be considered. As mentioned 

earlier, the findings of this stu.dy were affected by the 

availability of a sample of mothe:rs who have adopted children 

from Romania, and should not be generalized to all adoptive 

mothers of Romanian children. The use of qualitative methods 

is usually accompanied by a small sample size. Thus, this 
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study was limited in the generalizability of the results 

obtained. Patton (1980:280) notes that some "social phenomena 

are too variable and too context~·bQlund to lend themselves to 

generalization. II As the viewpoin1: c~f the actor was stressed in 

this research and the nature of 1::he s"tudy was exploratory, 

discovery of the var,iabili ty of soc:ial phenomena was the goal 

of this research, not generalizat:ion to the adoptive 

community . 

. The sample selection process~ also imposed methodological 

limitations on the study. The majority of adoptive mothers 

were chosen from the SPARK membership list. Volunteers who 

could easily be reached by teleph.one were selected for 

participation. Also, we can aSSUIllle that mothers who had a more 

positive experience with their adoption were more ~ikely to 

volunteer to participate in a stu.dy .. This selection process 

may have tended to bias the r~sults in favour of finding 

greater satisfaction with Romanian adoption. 

The focus on adoptive motherhocJd in this study also 

limited its generalizability to adoptive parenthood. A focus 

on fatherhood or both adopti ve parel1ts~ would have yielded very 

different responses. In creating socially shared pasts, 

mothers and fathers would have different views of the past, 

possibly contrasting opinions of hOlRJ to deal with the present 

and a different anticipation of future goals. Adoptive mothers 

were chosen fOr this study as gen1erally it is mothers who are 

the primary caregivers of young chilLdren and therefore are the 

ones responsible· fo"r connecting the:ir children's past events 

and the fami ly' s shared experiencces in.to a continuous social 

process. 



163 

The methodological assumptions; underlying this research 

also made generalizations difficult. Problems with the 

validity and reliability of qualitative research results were 

outlined in Chapter 3. However, in this research, member 

validation was used as a way to deal with problems of 

validity. Indeed, there was clonsEmsus on the validity of the 

kinds of perceptions and experieIlce~s documented. In addition, 

the participation of this researc::he!r in the adoptive parent 

support group prior to undertaking this research contributed 

to confidence in the validity of the results presented here 

(c.f.Douglas:1972:21, Becker:1970:31). Also, another way of 

ensuring validity was to view SODle of the Romanian documents 

and lifebooks the respondents had createdo Finally, this study 

was an exploratory project by desdgn, and all of the findings 

must be interpreted as being suggresti ve rather than 

definitive, and relevant only to the sample population. 

It should be noted that stigma is a variable and what 

appeared salient at the point in time that an interview took 

place might not intrude to the same degree in everyday 

experience. What is important to note is the overall 

perception of stigma reported by the respondents in this 

research. Adoptive parent status wa:s not perceived as deeply 

stigmatizing by the majority of respondents, although the· 

impact on the mothers' lives of ac~nowledged differences with 

adoption varied. 

Qualitative research methodologies have also been 

criticized because of problems with reliability, that is, the 

replicabil.ity of observations (c.f .Shaffir et al. :1980:11-12). 

As the focus of the holistic inductiVE! approach is to generate 

hypotheses from data for more rigorous~ testing, the 

replicability of observations madle hcare should be addressed in 
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future research, using a more hypothetico-deductive research 

approach. The results discussed i.n this study have reflected 

earlier studies of adoption, non-'scientific observations found 

in self-help books, and in observ'ations made· through member 
participation by the author. 

It has also been argued that: retrospective 

interpretations of emotionally char'g'ed life experiences are 

nothing more than rationalization.s. Lofland (1976:169) has 

pointed out that rationalizations must also be considered as 

forms of self-management or strategies for coping. In this 

study for example, several respondentsr rationalized their 

decision to not publiGally discuss ·their children's adoption 

stories by saying that while there was nothing wrong with 

adoption, it was no one else's business or that it was the 

childrens' information to disclosle ()r not. Rationalizations as 

well, tell a lot about people's perceptions of a situation. 

In terms of the specific findings. of this study, other 

variables linked to the type of s,ample~ obtained may limit the 

generalizability of results. For ~example, the reported success 

of these mothers in creating sociially shared pasts for their 

children may be· attributed to (1) their relatively high 

educational level, (2) their affilicltion with SPARK and other 

self-help support groups, (3) the fact that 30% of respondents 

were also biological parents, and (4) the young age of the 

majority of the children at the time of adoption placement. 

Further, the mothers' appar~~t lack of internalization of 

the perception of negative stigma in adoption may have been 

linked to their participation in !;elf-help groups. Generally, 

respondents in self-help groups ~ld those agreeing to 

participate in studies on adoptioll cLre already acknowledging 
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the difference. 

In addition, a social desirc:lbility response may have 
affected respondents I reported pE~rceptions of stigma. 

Respondents may have felt that acknowledging problems with 
adoption constituted a "betrayal" elf their children. My status 
as a member of the self-help gro'llp under review may have also 
exerted an influence. Further reseaLrch with other populations 
of adoptive parents of Romanian chi.ldren is required to 

address these issues. 

From a theoretical point of view, it can be argued that 

the utilization of the dimensions of IV1ead I s theory of the past 

will aid in the reliability of observations. Through the use 
of the four dimensions of the pas,t, i1t became evident that in 
creating socially shared pasts, I:espondents tended to follow a 

general pattern. In any case, fut~ure Jresearch should continue 
to emphasize the role of the acte.r and the utilization of the 

theory of the past, concurrently with other applicable 

sociological theories when studyi.ng family relationships. 

CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE RESEARCH 

(1) Theoretical Contributions 
A number of important theoretical contributions emerged 

from this research. As many of th.ese contributions have been 

discussed in detail, elsewhere in the thesis', they are 

presented here in pOint form. 

(a) The theory of the past was found to be a viable 
theoretical model as all four of the dimensions in the theox:y 

of the past were visible in the subl3tantive data, (b) Each 

dimension was found to be linked to the overall process of 
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socially constructing the past, (c) The social construction of 

the past was informed by Kirk's adoptive kinship theory and 

Goffman's theory of stigma, (d) within the adoptive kinship 

model, the acknoeldgment and rej e~ct,ion of difference in 

adoption was shown to have taken ,on new meaning from Kirk's 

meaning thirty years ago. Also, support was'offered to studies 

which assert that stigma or negat:i ve social responses may be 

responded to in positive ways, and ac1tors do not necessarily 

internalize stigma or negative sQlcial responses. 

In addition, this research focl,lsed attention on the 

interactive nature of the process of socially reconstructing 

the past. Specifically, the acknowl1edgement of difference, 

with its emphasis on actor perceptions, community attitudes, 

and behaviour corrects a limiting theoretical bias in studies 

of adoptive kinship theory by ree:mphasizing the interactional 

nature of acknowledgement as a prOC4:!ssI in the creation and 

continuance of positive identities and behaviour. 

Similarly, this research dem10nstrated that a definition 

of stigma which does not include 'the consideration of positive 

consequenc,es cannot accurately exp 1 c:l. i IlL actors I behaviour 0 

Behaviour which may have a profow~d impact for the actors 

concerned and for others with wholill they interact. Finally, by 

making use of these three theoriels concurrently to study the 

construction of soci~lly shared pias1:s,' this research has 

contributed much needed data to a sparsely researched 

theoretical area of study. 

(2) SUBSTANTIVE CONTRIBUTIONS 

As noted earlier, most reseaJrch on adoption has reflected 

medical, or psychological perspec1:i ~'es. Obj ecti ve observations 
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of this group were l~rgely lackin.g .. In particular, very little 

was known about how these mothers managed their adopted 

children's birth and cultural information in creating socially 

shared pasts. Indeed, the notion of a.doptive parenthood as 

generally non-stigmatizing has only recently begun to be 

demonstrated empirically (Miall:1995). Through this research, 
the following contributions to information on mothers of 

children adopted internationally were made: (a) all 

respondents acknowledged a difference between adoptive 

parenthood and biological parenthood, (b) rejection of 

differences in adoption can no lcmgrer be assumed to have 

negative consequences for the ad()ptive family; (c) the 

majority of the sample. did no·t inte!rnalize a stigma around 

adoptive parenthood, as reflec.ted i,n their willingness to tell 

others of their adoptive status, (d.) many respondents however, 

perceived negative beliefs and a1:titudes about adoption in the 

larger community, (e) semi-open aLdoption may be the best or 

most posi ti ve form of open adoption, for the adoptive family, 

(f) a majority of respondents felt that society in general 

differentiates between adoptive parenthood and biological 

parenthood. It was determined thaLt the difference lies in the 

formation of the ,families, rather than in the functioning of 

the families, (g) those few respo,nden1:s who perceived a social 

stigma, perceived it more so in relation to Romanian adoption 

than in relation to adoption in g'eneral. This view was 

reflected in their responses to t,he negative media coverage as 

having done a disservice to all those involved in Romanian 

adoption. Also, (h) respondents mLade use of three types of 
strategies in constructing a socially shared past, (1) verbal, 

personal adoption stories created, flor their children, 

(2) lifebooks to document the children'S histories, and 

(3) affiliation with self-help supplor1: groups or with other 

adoptive parents who "share their fate". 
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This research, in focusing em a non-clinic·al sample of 

adepti ve parents, has centributed t.o lOur understanding of the 

daily functioning of adoptive familie:s. The majority of 

studies have focused on adepted children in clinical settings 
coping with medical and developmemtal issues. 

Implications fer Secial POlicy 

In practical terms, the "cultural script" sheuld be 

ammended to some extent .. Specific:ally, threugh the educational 
system, children should be made a.ware ef the existence of 

alternate family forms, including families formed through 

adoptien, lone-parent families, and blended families. On an 

international level, the Canadian. government should become 

more involved in international effo:rts to aid the children of 

Romania. At present, there are more children living in 

Romanian orphanages than there were in 1989. However, only 

twelve Romanian adeptions were finalized in Canada between 

February 1992 and December 1994. Since January 1995 eight 

Remanian adoptiens have been finalized and twenty are in 

process. In these cases, it has been due to a private group, 

Partners fer Interceuntry Adeption, not the gevernment whe 

have been instrumental in initiating the adoptien precess. 

In therapeutic terms, social workers must reexamine 

attitudes which inadver~antly reil~force negative views about 
adoption. It is time to acknowled4:;re that adoptive families are 

net secend best, and to accept di:E'ferences in family formation 

by providing children with detail~~d informatien on their birth 

and cultural histeries. An emphasis on the biolegical basis of 

parentheod has contributed to the continued abuse lOr neglect 

ef children "forced" to remain wit.h biological relatives who 
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cannot or will not care for them" or in unacceptable 

conditions such as Romanian orphcmsLges. There is a need, 

therefore, to reexamine the meaning's our institutions attach 

to what constitutes the nature 0:1: the family unit and human 

kinship. There is evidence in the! literature that children 

raised in transracial and interet:hn.ic adoptive families are 

unusually open to, and tolerant of a variety of differences. 
Bartholet (1993) has argued: 

It (adoption) createssL family that is 

connected to another family" the birth 

family, and often to different cultures . 

• • • Adoptive families might 1:each us some

thing about the value for families of 

connection with the larger community. 

Canada should continue to be involved in international 

adoption, in keeping with the United Nations Convention on 
International Cooperation an Protection of Children in Respect 

of Intercountry Adoption (1992). Th~a findings in this study 

reaffirm reccomendations put forw,ard by Westhues and Cohen 

(1994) for social policy. These include the need for policies 

and programs that are structured iarc)und maintaining an 

identification with the childrens' lracial and ethnic origins, 

while encouraging identification 11tli 1:h Canadian culture. 

In addition, provino.ial government.s should offer 

preadoptive services with an educa.tional focus to prospective 

adoptive parents. Parents need to become aware of the issues 

involved in becoming'a transcultural family. They need to know 

about the possibility of health ~~d developmental issues, and 

the need to become educated with respect to current social 

values. Also, non-profit organiza11:icms should be established 

to assist Canadian adoptive paren1:s by providing the 
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coordination and monitoring of the adoption process, 'III,orking 

with a small group of adoption cc)ordinators and social workers 
in order to establish a code of E~th.ics around international 

adoption. The government should provide preadopti ve sllpport to 
prospective parents. These organizatic:ms could work directly 
with the Romanian Committee for adoptions on behalf of 
Canadian adoptive parents. 

Postadoptive services should also be offered for the 
adoptive parents and their children. Although the adoption 
li terature shows that the childre~n adopted internationally 
have fared well, the majority of parents in this study spoke 

of the need for ongoing support in parenting children from a 
different culture. These mothers also expressed the need' for 
ongoing education and support which they felt was best 

provided through adoptive parents s1llpport groups such as 

SPARK. Groups for international adoptive families do provide 
them with information about their children's countries of 
origin, as well as support from others; who have also adopted 
internationally. In 1994, SPARK proposed a workable process 

for adoption of Romanian children by Cmtario residents, 

Partners For Intercountry Adoptio:n, an organization which 

provides these invaluable services to prospective adoptive 
parents. More groups such as this one are needed throughout 

Canada. 

It is clear that as much background information as 
possible be obtained about the children who are adopted 

internationally, particularly those children adopted at an 
older age. This information shoul~d :include: (a) the children's 

life experiences, specifically any 1t:raLumatic events, (b) the 

children's medical history, (c) infc)rmation about, the 

children's biological families, ~nd (d) the children's birth 
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names and names and address of the birth families. This 

information would be helpful for the adoptive families if they 

should ever choose to have contact with the birthparents, 

whether in the form of a lettler (mOl a photograph sent once a 

year, or to seek a reunion in thE~ future. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESruu~CH 

1) Further research which f:ocuses on how children 

understand adoption and manage their feelings around this 

understanding will further enhance OUJ::' understanding of how a 

socially shared past develops ovelr time within adoptive 

families. It will also increase cur understanding of the part 

the adoptive parents play in this, development. 

2) The qualitative approach taken in this research has 

yielded a rich data base essential ,to an understanding of how 

adoptive mothers create socially shared pasts. This 

exploratory approach should now givle way to a more, 

quantitative analysis with a broader s~ampling base. It would 

be useful to incorporate a longi tud:inal design into future 

research on international adoptio:n. FClr instance, do the 

perceptions of adoptive parents chaJ.'lge as their children 

mature'? Does the impact of disclo:sulre and openness in adoption 

change over time. And are there r 1ecllrring plateaus when. 

openness in adoption is .intensifiled j , for example, during the 

preadolescent and adolescent year:s'? This concept is of 

particular interest to parents of internationally adopted 

children as this present generatil:ln of children are the first 

to grow up with such a wide degre~a c)f openness and disclosure 

from an early age. 
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3) Semi-open adoption may l~ell be the best form of open 

adoption for adoptive families. Further research should be 

conducted to explore this approach, particularly for families 

with internationally adopted children. In terms of the 

relation between semi-open adoption and the construction of 

socially shared pasts, future resealrch should further clarify 

the experiences of the families cmd should focus on their need 
for professional support. Also, it has been determined. that 

semi-open adoption is in the besi: interest of these adoptive 

families. However, there are als() the birth families to 

consider, as they too will be im;rolved. to some degree in semi

open adoptions. Research must be cOlnducted on the needs and 

desires of all parties involved in semi-open adoptions. 

4) The present research hasl rev~aaled that all 

respondents acknowledged a difference in adoption. Earlier 

studies did not show this patterIll. Therefore, future research 
should explore the impact of the acknowledgement of difference 

on adoptive families as they encclunter unexpected life 

experiences. In particular, attention should be paid to how 

families manage and resolve adopt:ion related issues. 

5) This study has shown tha,t stjLgma was not a sui table 

term to describe the perceptions of ':these adoptive mothers 

with regard to views on adoption. Further research should 

focus on changing community attitudes and on attitudes of 

adoptive paprents towards their adoJptive parent status. 

6) It is important to link adoptive parents to the 

broader society by considering the Isocial forces impinging on 

them. Alternate family forms, bas~d on adoptive parenting, 

step-parenting, lone parenting, gay and lesbian parenting, and 

foster parenting, are much more prominent and have become 
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permanent family forms in North lUnerican society. Therefore, a 

focus on all family forms and thE~ tolerance of difference are 

central to studies of kinship. As; ~rell, recent advances in 

reproductive technology have challeng1ed the values of 

biological kinship. The poten1tial con:sequences of changes in 

public opinions and changes in ptIDlic policies for these many 

family forms and for the adjustme~nt of the children raised in 

them necessitates the identificat:ion of social forces 

affecting these families. 

7) Al though we have seen sOlme change toward more 

egalitarian roles between men and. women, it is clear that 

aspects of IItraditional" family roles have not been greatly 

changed. The decision-making process involved with family 

issues appears to still be female-centred. It would be useful 

to focus further research on the parental attitudes towards 

the division of labour in the home. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. This information about Romanian facts and policies was 
compiled by The Canadian RODllanian Children's Link, a 
non-profit volunteer orgainization that was formed in 
January of 1990. It has since been aiding children in 
orphanages through Canadian donations and fundraising 
efforts. The press information and public information, 
including videos of the children in the orphanage were 
based on members' visits to the orphanages, and on media 
coverage and research done on Romanian history. I have 
been an active member of the board of directors for 
four years. 

2. Mead's theory of the past has been thoroughly explo+,ed 
by sociologists Maines, Sugrue and Katovich in 1983. 
The perspective which this study of the theory has been 
based on is from their analysis of Mead-I stheory. The 
authors explain that there are parts of the theory which 
remain obscure, for instance, the dimension of the 
implied objective past. One of the contributions of this 
research is to deal with the obscurity in order to 
further our understanding of the theory and test its 
empirical usefulness. 

3. The theoretical question "h01f1\f is SOCiety possible? II is a 
philosophical and sociologicial question that dates back 
before Kant's time. Kant and H~!idegger (1962) answered 
this question in terms of thle theory of temporality 
and the meaning of time which ~1ead' s theory of the past 
derives from. 

4. Christa Hoffmann-Riem(1990), a sociologist who studied 
adoptive family life in Germany, where she resides, 
focused on child-rearing and identity, as well as the 
similarities and differences in family life and 
adoption in Germany and the lJnited States. A central 
concern in her- research. is S4~crecy and disclosure with 
regard to the adopted chi ld 'IS origins. This is one of 
the few works that deals with the reconstruction of the 
past, specifically for adoptive families. 

5. For a comphrehensive discussiol1L of 'role handicap' see 
Kirk's book, Shared Fate (1984), Pp.31-35. 
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6. Kaye's (1990) study of Kirk's coping strategies, that is 
ei ther acknowledging or rej lec1:ing the differences in 
adopti ve parenthood was bas4ed on a cl inical population 
from a psychological perspective. The result of his study 

. was an update on Kirk 's coping strategies which take into 
account the changing societa.l views on familyhood in the 
1990's. The few studies whic:::h focus on Kirk's coping 
strategies from a sociologic:::al perspective include 
Mia.ll (1984,1987,1989,1994) and Hoffmann-Riem (1990) . 

. 7. The lifebook is a recent intrc)duction. It was 
created by The Children's Aid Society in order to help 
promote continuity for children who are in foster care 
or adopted. It is promoted by social workers to the 
adoptive parents and in many cases where a child has been 
adopted from a foster home, the lifebook, has already 
been established and the childL takes it to the adoptive 
home. For this reason, the lif'ebook becomes a useful tool 
in determining how mothers create socially shared pasts 
for their children. 

8. For an in-depth discussion of impression managment see 
Goffman's Stigma (1963). 

9. For a complete list of the cltt.itudes recalled by adoptive 
parents in Kirk's study, SeE! Appendix A of Shared Fate. 
Bartholet, in her book Family Bonds, also describes many 
community attitudes recalled by adoptive parents .• 

10. For an in-depth discussion elf their findings on the 
positive consequences of stigma, see Herman & 
Miall (1990). 

11. Mothers were chosen as the focus of this study for 
two reasons. First, they were chosen in order to simplify 
the design as this is an explora1::ory study, focusing on 
only mothers allowed for more in--depth analysis of the 
issues without complicating them at this time with 
a gender variable. "Secondly, due to the young age 
of most of the respondents' children, it is mothers 
who spend most of their time with the children. They 
are the ones wp,o are introdu.cing them to their adoption 
stories. 

12. Westhues and Cohen(1994) pres~nt a detailed discussion 
of the debate on international adoption in their 
international adoption study. 

13. The focus of recent studies on Romanian adoption are 
on medical and developmental i13s\.les concerning the 
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children, with an interest in the parents' views 
and concerns for their children as well as the 
stress levels of these parents. 

14. B.J.Lifton, an activist for the search and reunion of 
adoptees with their birth p,arents, along with other 
activists, paint a rather negative picture of all parties 
involved in adoption as suffeJ~in.g a lifetime of loss. 
According to Lifton in a ne'fflS column; "the syndrome 
includes conflict with authjorJLty-, preoccupation with 
excessive fantasy, setting fires, pathological lying, 
stealing, running away from home, learning difficulties, 
lack of impulse control." 

15. Michelle McColm, in her 199:3 study of all parties 
involved in adoption reuniml, focuses on the importance 
of disclosure early on in the adoptive family 
relationship. 

16. Denzin offers an excellent comparison of the advantages 
and disadvantages for both c;rusllitative and quantitative 
methodologies in his book, lrhe Research Act (1978). In 
addition, Reichardt & Cook (19179) discuss the debate 
surrounding qualitative and q'ULantitative research 
methods. 

17. For a list of the interview schedules from which the 
present interview questions were adapted, see Kirk 
(1964) and Miall (1984). 

18. For a detailed discussion of these changes, see Miall 
(1994). These include, the recen't increase in blended 
families as' well as the increase in single women choosing 
to raise their babies as opposed to surrendering their 
parental rights to adoptive parents~ 

19. Facts on Romanian adoption c:ompiled by SPARK in 
1994, showed the fees fo]~ Romanian adoption were 
approximately $15,000. 

20. Occasionally the children welre present during the 
interview. At these times, I avoided sensitive questions 
and if necessary, changed th,e ordering of ·the cruestions 
so as to avoid questions tha,t may have raised sensi ti ve 
issues for the family. 

21. Whenever it was possible and. appropriate, I asked to see 
the lifebook. Those who were asked seemed pleased and 
proud to show the book. There were others offered to show 
me the lifebook before I even asked. 
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22. The operationalization of this: category was adapted from 
a similar one, used by Kirk in 1964. 

23. Kirk's (1964) book Shared Fate is considered a classic 
in studies of adoption in Cana.da. However, he does not 
discuss the socio-demographic characteristics of his 
sample. 

24. A few social worlters from The Toronto Children's 
Aid Society, created and implemented the idea of 
the lifebook in the 80' s. It: began for those 
children in foster care who often moved from home to 
home. While a child was in foster care, it was the 
social workers' responsibili.ty to manage the lifebook 
until a time when the child was placed in an adoptive 
home. 

25. The media coverage that was most often documented 
in the lifebooks were articles on the orphanages 
and the impoverished conditions. Later on, as more 
families returned home with their children, stories 
were being written by magazines and newspapers 
pertaining to the family's journey to adoption. 
There were also many televis,ion documentaries made 
of similar issues. Some of these respondents have 
copies of these tapes which they have kept in their 
lifeboxes. 

26. A Romanian home study is quite different from the 
Canadian homestudy. The Canadian document included 
a detailed description and analysis of the prospective 
adoptive parents, their family, childhood, interests, 
social values etc. This homestudy is completed over six 
hours, one hour is an in-·home interview. In contrast, the 
Romanian homestudy consisted of a one or two page 
document prepared by a Romanian official at the 
courthouse. Once the adoption was approved, the birth 
mother and/or birth father WQuld answer 'a few questions 
about place of residence, occupation and 
immediate family. . 

27. Generally,. the' child's medical history, if known, was 
made available through the orphanage staff, the people 
who cared for the child before adoption. There was not a 
great deal of information available, as the medical 
records in Romania are minimal and sketchy. 

28. Most of these mothers. who adl:>p1:ed. two children whose 
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ages were less than nine months apart, claimed that 
they were asked by people if: the children were 
twins. They would explain the situation, rather than 
letting them believe the chi.ldren were twins. 

29. Chapter groups, as defined by SPARK, were smaller groups 
of families, perhaps five or six" who resided in the same 
geographical area. These groups were meant to allow for 

more social involvement for both children and parents 
as well as provide an atmosphere conducive to gaining 
and giving social support. 

30. Kirk(1984) in Shared Fate described "mutual aid" as one 
benefit of being a member of an adoption support group. 
However, in his definition adoptive parents could help 
each other "solve some of the problems related to 
adoption." This present research suggests that mutual aid 
might take on a different: meaning. It can be a group of 
people who come together to focus more on educating 
themselves on parenting issues and concerns than focusing 

on problems. 

31. See Watkins & Fisher(19931) for an enliqhtening and 
detailed discussion of open ,adoption from the 
perspectives of the children, the adoptive parents and 
the birth parents. 

32. For a discussion of the nature of these changes, see 
the introduction to Watkins ~s.: Fis,her(1993) •. 

33. This figure does not include the province of Quebec. 
There a dif£erent legal syst~em (the Napoleonic Code) 
and differen1:;. legislation allows the province to certify, 
guide and monitor agencies wl~ich facilitate international 
adoptions. (L. Peterson, Prop~:>sal Towards a 
Workable Process for Adoption of Romanian Children 
by Ontario Residents 1994). 
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THE INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 



DATE INTERVIEW # 

CITY 

BACKGROUND HIFORMATION 

I'd like to begin by asking a few questions about you 

personally. 

Persons interviewed: 

Mother Father 

1. In what year were you born? 

What year was your partner born? 

2. What year were you married? 

3. Education 

(highest level completed) 

Occupation 

(include previous occupation) 

Religion 

Ethnic Origines) M 

Number of Children 

1) 

2) 

3) 

4) 

Name Present Age 

Both 

Mother 

Father 

F 

F 

F 

F 

Age At Adoption 

or check biological 



INTERCOUNTRY ADOPTION 

I would like to ask you about your experience with the 

Romanian adoption process in Canada. 

4. What led you to consider adoption as an option for your 

family? (Probe for know others who are adopted etc .. ) 

5. Can you tell me about your experiences with the adoption 

preparation? How did you begin the process? 

6. How long did it take you to complete the neccessary 

adoption paperwork from start to finish? (Before you 

began the process in Romania) (Probe for Canadian 

Immigration, National Adoption Desk, Police Clearance) 

7. Did your family (parents, relatives etc.) know of your 

decision to adopt at this stage of the process? 

01 Yes 02 No 

If Yes, How did you go about telling them that you were 

going to adopt? 

If No, when and how did you Elventually tell them? 



What were their responses? 

.------------------------------

8. Did your friends know of your decision to adopt at this 

time? 

01 Yes 02 No 

If Yes, How did you tell them? 

If No, when and how did you E~ventually tell them? 

What were their responses? 

9. Did you feel YO'u recei ved thE~ support you needed during 

this time, if you felt you nE~eded support? 

Who has been your best support during the process? 



"::f"~'£~ 
. ;;;.~ . 

In what ways? 

10. What motivated you to pursue an. adoption in Romania? 

Now, I would like to ask you about your Romanian experience. 

11. I am interested ~n how you wemt about adopting (child" s 

name) and what happened throughout the e?,perience. Can 

you tell me about it, beginning with; 

a) How you adopted your childCren). CO~phanage, help of a 

Facilitator, from a biological home etc.) 

b) Did you travel to Romania? <alone or with others) 

If not, who brought your child to Canada? 

01 Yes 02 No 

If yes to Cb): 

c) Did you prepare yourself E!motionally to visit Romania? 

Cmilitary presence, poverty, culture) 

01 Yes 02 No 



If Yes, How did you go about doing this? 

d) Did you prepare yourself physically to visit Romania? 

(food, clothing, sundries, personal items, baby needs) 

01 Yes 02 No 

If Yes, How did you go about doing this? 

12. How was your journey to Roma:nia? What feel ings and 

perceptions do you remember having at this time? 

01 Very Good 

02 Good 

03 Tolerable 

04 Intolerable 

13. Once in Romania, how many match-searches did you 

undertake? (could not locate birth parents, or located 

birth parents who did not wish to give adoption consent) 

14. What do you remember about the first time you saw 

(child's name) How was his/hler health at that time? 



15. Can you tell me more about the details of the process you 

experienced in Romania? 

16. Were you able to identify any social and medical history 

of the birth family? What kind of information? 

17. Did you meet the birth family·? What were your perceptions 

and feelings around .this meeting? 

18. Did. you return with any momentos of the birth family, or 

cultural momentos? 



01 Yes 02 No 

If Yes, What were they? 

If No, Why not? 

19. Did you decide to rename YOUl:' child? Why, Why not? 

01 Yes 02 No 

If so, what have you decided to do about his/her 

Romanian name? 

20. How long was your stay in Romania? 

Now I'd like to talk to you about your first few months back 

in Canada, after the adoption wa~; completed. 

21. Was there anything about introducing your childCren) to 

your family that pleased you" that displeased you, that 



annoyed you? CProbe for giving showers, treated same as 

other grandchildren or not etc) 

---------------------------------------------

How about introducing your childCren) to your friends? 

---------------------------------------------------

22. What do you remember most about adjusting together as a 

family in those first few months? (Probe for family 

life, societal adjustment etc.) 

23. Do you feel that God or fate had a hand in bringing you 

and your child(ren) together through adoption? If so, for 

what purpose? 

01 Yes 02 No 03 Don't Know 

24. Do you plan to share your child's birth and cultural 



history with him/her? Why, ~~y not? 

01 Yes 02 No 03 Don't Know 

25. If so, what will you include? "That will you leave out? 

26. 

Why? 

Do you presently have any COIltact with the birth family? 

01 Yes 02 No 

How do you feel about this? 

01 Very Good 

02 Good 

03 Fine 

04 Not Very Good<> 

Why do· you feel this way? 

Have you thought about s~eking contact with the birth 

family in the future? In what respect? 



01 Yes 

02 No 

If not, why not? 

03 Possibly 

04 Don't Know 

--------------------------_. -------------------------------

----------------------------------------------------------

The following questions are aimed at discovering how you 

think other people view adoption. 

27. For example, lIlany people view adoptive parenthood as 

basically the same as biologi.cal parenthood. Others view 

it as basically different from biological parenthood. In 

your view which opinion is more prevalent? 

In SOCiety today? 

Among neighbours? 

Close friends? 

Close family? 

Why' do you think they feel thE~ way they do? (Probe for 

types of differ~nces, similarities, negative-positive 

connotations) 



28. Do you think people perceive Romanian born children 

differently than Canadian born adopted children? 

01 Yes 02 No 03 Don't Know 

Why or Why not? <Probe for ethnicity, culture, health 

issues etc) 

These questions are aimed at disco~;rering your own views about 

adoption. 

29. Ho"w satisfied are you about your decision to adopt? 

(Meets needs? what kind?) 

01 Very Satisfied 

02 Satisfied 

03 Neutral 

04 Unsatisfied 

05 Not Satisfied at all 

30. Do you think it feels differemt being an adoptive parent 

in comparison to being a biological parent? 

01 Yes 

02 No 

04 Refm,al 

05 Don't Know 



03 Sometimes 

In what way(s)? 

----------------------------------------------------------

31. Do you think there are some s,at isfactions that biological 

parents have that adoptive parents don't have? 

01 Yes 02 No 03 Don't Know 

Can you explain what they arE~? 

--------------------------------------------------------

32. Do you think there are some satisfactions that adoptive 

parents have that biological parents don't have? 

01 Yes 02 No 03 Don't Know 

Can you explain what they are,? 

33. Are there disadvantages to be:ing an adoptive parent? 

If so, What are they? 

01 Yes 02 No 03 Don't Know 



34. Wl...:len you introduce your childCren) to new friends, do 

you ever use the word 'adopted'? If so, in which 

situations? If not, why not? 

01 Yes 02 No 

35. Are there any particular times or circumstances when you 

are aware of the fact that you are a Romanian adoptive 

parent? (Probe for Doctor, school etc.) 

36. Some adoptive parents do not tell their children that 

they are adopted? Why do you think they would not want 

to tell Cprobe for ~ear of hurting them, perception of 

being treated differently, fear of child reacting 

against them) .. 

----------------------------_.------



37. Do you ever ref~r to your child's biological family 

when speaking to your child? 

01 Yes 02 No 

Do you ever refer to your chllld's biological family when 

speaking to others? 

01 Yes 02 No 

To Whom would that be? 

----------------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------

38. Have you ever found yourself trying to imagine how 

your child feels about being adopted? If so, What do you 

imagine? 

39. Do you wish that you had morE~ infor:mation about your 

childCren)'s biological family? 

01 Yes 02 No 03 Nat Sure 

If so, What kind of informati.on would you like to have? 

If nat, Why not? 



40. Some adoptive parents choose not to tell others that 

their children are adopted. Why do you think they do 

that? (Probe for fear of stig'ma, want to be thought of 

as 'the same', fear of being treated differently or their 

children being treated differently) 

On the other hand, some adoptive parents tell new people 

they meet right away that their children are adopted. 

Why do you think they do that? What do you do? 

41. Some adoptive parents think tt is best for adopted 

children to be told early and repeatedly th~t they are 

adopted, other adoptive parents do not necessarily agree. 

In your own case, do you think your child(ren) should be 

told about their adoption? If yes, why? If no, why not? 



(Probe for perception of stigma, experience of stigma as 

it might be or has been perceived by the parent or child) 

---------------------------_._----------------------------

---------------------------_._----------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------

42. Are there any particular beliefs or situations around 

Romanian adoption that annoy or upset you? (Probe for 

meeting new acquaintances, birth parents searching for 

child). 

-----------------------------------------------------------

43. Are there any situations which you avoid now or have 

avoided in the past because they would make you as a 

Romanian adoptive parent uncomfortable? 

44. Are there any particular beliefs about adoption in our 

society that please you? 



.45. Do you think adoptive parents of Canadian born children 

may have had different experiences from what you have 

had or not? Why? 

Now I would like to ask you about how you plan to deal with 

your childCren)'s birth and cultural history. 

46. How important is your ethnicity to you? 

01 Very important 

02 Important 

03 Not too important 

04 Unimportant 

05 Don't Know 

47. How do you celebrate your ethnicity? 

48. What will your child(ren)'s ethnicity be? 

49. Will you integrate your child's Romanian culture with 

their Canadian culture? 

01 Yes 02 No 



50. Have you created a lifebook or some other collection of 

history for your child? 

01 Yes 02 No 

If so, Can you explain how you have gone about 

preparing this history for your child? (Probe for 

obtaining photos, hh;tory, cultural momentos etc. ) 

If not, Why not? 

-----------------------------------------------.----------

51. If so, whose idea was it to create a lifebook? 

52. Who contributes to the lifebook? 

What kinds of information is put into the book? 

53a. Do you and your- partner discuss what goes into the book? 

01 Yes 02 No 03 Somet ime:s 

b. Do you agree or disagree? _________________________ _ 

54. Does your childCren), or wiil they have a role in the 

creation of the lifebook? 



55. Is there any information that you feel strongly should be 

included in the lifebook? What information? Why? 

56. In your lifebook, have you included information prior to 

the adoption? 

01 Yes 02 No 

Where does the lifebook begin? 

01 With the child's birth 

02 With the adoption 

03 In the orphanage 

·04 Other 

57. Is there any information thai; you will leave out of the 

lifebook? What? Why? 

58. At what age did you begin or will you begin to share 

this information with your child? 



59. How have you decided to shan: this information? 

---------------------------------------------------------

----------------------------~-----------------------------

60. Is there any piece of information that you won't want 

your childCren) to ever know? 

----------------------------~-----------------------------

61. Do you celebrate the anniversary of your childCren)'s 

adoption? 

01 Yes 02 No 

Are there any other special ceremonies that you 

celebrate? What are they? 

For those who have biological children: 

62. How will you go about integrating your adopted child's 

lifestory with that of your biological childCren)? 

63. How does your family react to your childCren)'s 



adoption story? How do you feel about this? 

64. How do your friends react to your childCren)'s 

adoption story? How do you feel about this? 

-----7---------------------------------------------------

65. Do you have any concerns around sharing the adoption 

story with your child. Cren)? 'What are they? 

66. Have any of these experiences influenced what you have 

decided to put into or leave out of the life book? How? 

67. Are there some 'people that you definitely don't want to 

know that your childCren) is adopted? Why? CProbe for 

at school). 



68. What are some of the ways you've learned or developed 

for handling people who are unfamiliar with adoption? 

(Probe for: steering the conversation, ignoring, 

introducing experiences to demonstrate that you lead a 

normal life; getting angry, "lithdrawing t teaching or 

informing, etc.). 

69. To sum up, would you say that the way you handle your 

adoptive parent status varies with the situation and 

with the people you are dealing with o~ does it not? 

ADOPTION SUPPORT 

Now t I would like to discuss your feelings about the role of 

an adoption support group. 

70. Do you find that you behave or talk differently with 

other adoptive parents than you do with parents who have 

biological chiTdren? (Probe for feelings of comfort and 

rapport) . 



71. Do you associate with other adoptive families? (excluding 

those in the adoption support group.) 

01 Yes 02 No 

If a member of SPARK: 

72. When did you join SPARK? Why did you decide to join? 

----------------------------------~----------------------

73. What types of support· that have been offered through 

SPARK have you found most useful? 

b. Are there any subjects which you feel should be offered? 

(parenting issues, post-adoption workshops, social events 

access to cultural awareness,,) 

74. Have you found support through SPARK regarding the 

sharing of your childCren)'s birth and adoption history? 

01 Yes 

02 No 



What kind of support'? (sharing of ideas, benef it of' 

the experience of others). 

---------------------------------------------------------

----------------------------------------------------------

These last few questions are intended to obtain your views on 

the effectiveness of adoption agencies and procedures both 

nationally and internationally. 

75. How effective do you feel the adoption proce:3:3 was in 

preparing you for adoptive parenthood? 

01 Very Effective 04 Not Very Effective 

02 Effective 

03 Somewhat Effective 

Why do you feel this way? 

05 Not Effective at all 

06 Don't Know 

76. Is there anything about Canadian or Romanian policy on 

adoption that annoys or upsets you? Is there anything 

you think should be changed or added? 

77. Did you receive any preadoptlve services? If yes; What 

were they? 



78. Did you receive any postadoptive services, other than 

the self-help suppo~t group? 

79. If you were to put your finger on one concern that you 

have about Romanian adoption" what would that be? 

80. Would you be interested in seeing a summary of the 

results? 

Yes NO 

81. Would you be interested in participating in further 

research? 

Yes No 
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APPENDIX B 

ILLUSTRATIO~r OF THE FOUR DIMENSIONS OF THE PAST 

THE 

PAST 

THE 

PRESENT 

The Reality, Empirical Data 

IMPLIED OE~JECTJCVE PAST 

The events which took place 

in the past and during the process 

of adoption, Canadian and Romanian 

SOCIAL STRUCTURAL PAST 

The ordering of 'the "facts" from 

the past which have been chosen by 

the mother in the present in order to create a 

symbolic reconstruction 

SYMBOLICALLY RECONSTRUCTED PAST 

Which facts are i:ncluded, why they are 

included, the order she has chosen and how the· 

facts are presented to the child 

(often displayed in the lifebook) 

MYTHICA:L PAST 

Beyond th~e "facts" 

Symbolic creations which affect the relationship 

FUTURE 

PROJECTIONS 
The Abstract Meaning I' The Reconstruction 
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INFORMATION FOR CONSENT 

You are being asked to consen"t to be interviewed with 
regard to a Master's thesis study of the adoption process for 
Parents of Romanian children. The time for the interview will 
be approximately 2 hours. 

There are a number of provisions which have been set in 
place to protect the confidentiality of your responses. First, 
the only identifying mark on thi:s interview schedule is an 
identification number. This numbler is used to link together, 
for the purpose of analyzing the data. Second, the data that 
are obtained will be treated with utmost confidentiality and 
will be stored in a locked cabinlet. Third, the results of this 
study may be reported in academic Ji ournals • In these reports, 
no individual will be identified, .only pseudonyms will be used 
and the data will be presented ill a non-identifying, summary 
form. 

Therefore, in consenting to participate in this study, I 
understand that: 
- I am entering into -the study v()luntarily. 

I am guaranteed a pseudonym and a change of any identifying 
details. 
The data will be kept in a secure place, and only the 
interviewer will have access. 
I am free to refuse to answer cmy questions which I am 
uncomfortable with. 
I am free to withdraw from the study at any point, even 
after the interview has been cc)mple'ted. 
The study is being conducted independently from SPARK, 
except for the request to you for your participation. 

--------------------------------------------------------------
CONSENT FORM 

I have read the information shee't regarding the research 
on the adoption process "for parents who have adopted children 
from Romania, and I, consent to paLrticipate in this study. 

Signature: ................. ., ..................... . 

Date: ................. II ••••••••••••••••••••• 
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WRITTEN LETTER OF ANNOUNCEMENT 

INTRODUCTION TO INTERVIEW 

I would like t.o begin by thanking you for taking the time 

to talk with me today. I am a Master's student at McMaster 

University in Hamilton, under th.~ supervision of Dr. Charlene 

Miall. I am also a mo'ther of two" a biological son, and my 

daughter who was also adopted in Romania. You will remember 

that I am doing this study so we might have a better 

understanding of how the Romanian sLdoption process has worked 

for parents like yourself. 

I am gOing to be asking you questions about your child's 

adoption process and in particulclr, your experiences with the 

process. If there is anything you would rather not answer 

that's okay, just tell me and we will skip over that question. 

I would like to use a tape recorder during the interview, with 

your permission. The reason beingr so that I may go back 

sometime after the interview and be sure that when I am 

analyzing ~he data, I have interpreted your responses 

correctly. If you are not comfort:able with this at any time, 

please let me know and I will turn the recorder off. 
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APPEINDIX C 

LETTER OF INTRODUCTION 

WANTED: YOUJ;t AD01PTION STORY 

Catherine Swanson is a member of SPARK and the mother of 
Joey and Daniella. She is currently working on her Master's 
Degree in Sociology at MCMaster University in Hamilton, 

Ontario. The topic of the thesis: is parental attitudes towards 
the Romanian adoption process. In effect, how the process, 
both Canadian and Romanian legal processes, and support from 

family, friends and society in greneral has touched your 

experience of Romanian adoption. 

Catherine is looking for in.terested adoptive parents who 
would be willing to share their story with her in a personal 

interview, lasting approximately' 2 hours, this summer 1994. 

Please be assured that this study is completely anonymous and 

confidentiality will be upheld a.t all times. 

If you are interested or would like more information, 

please contact Catherine as soon as possible at 905-238-2658 

in Mississauga, ON. We hope this research will prove to be of 

benefit for us as adoptive parents and for parents who will 

adopt children in the future. 



Dear 
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SAMPLE OF THANK YOU LETTER SENT TO INTERVIEWED RESPONDENTS 

4300 Hartfield Grove 
l1ississauga, Ontario 
L4W 2Y7 

September 1995 

Please accept my sincerest thanks for your participation 
in my adoption research prOject. YOUl." opinions were of 
considerable value while I was writing the final study. Apart 
from your participation, I enjoyed the opportunity to meet and 
talk with you. 

As I mentioned, I am forwarding you a copy of the final 
study results. If you wish to get in touch with me, please do 
not hesitate to call (905-238-2658) or write to me at the 
address above. Once again, thank you for the effort you have 
made for this study. With best wishes for you and your family 
now and in the future. ' 

yours~ 

,~ 
Catherine A. Swanson 
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APPENDIX D 

LIST OF QUESTIONS TO OPERATIONALIZE THE 
ACKNOWLEDGMENT OR :REJECTION OF DIFFERENCE 

Category 1: Mothers own views about adoption and their 
satisfaction/disatisfaction with adoptive 
parent status in society 

#30. Do you think it feels different being an adoptive 
parent in comparison to being a biological parent? 

Yes 
No 
Sometimes 
In what ways? 

Refusal 
Don't know 

31. Do you think there are some satisfactions that 
biological parents have that adoptive parents 
don't have? 

Yes 
No 
Don't know 
Can you explain what the:y are? 

32. Do you think there are some satisfactions that 
adoptive parents have that biological parents 
don't have? 

Yes 
No 
Don't know 
Can you explain what they are? 

33. Are there disadvantages -to being an adoptive parent? 
If so, what are they? 
Yes 
No 
Don't know 

35. Are there ~y particular times or circumstances when 
you are aware of the faclt that you are a Romanian 
adoptive parent? 

37a. Do. you ever refer to youlr child's biological family 
. when speaking to your ch:ild? 

37.b. Do you ever refer to youlr child's biological family 
when speaking to others? To whom would that be? 
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38. Have you ever found yourself trying to imagine how 
your child feels about being adopted? If so, what do 
you imagine? 

41. Some adoptive parents choose not to tell others that 
their children are adopt:ed. Why do you think they do 
that? 

Category 2: How moth.ers acknowledge the difference in 
adoption and how they perceive other ad.optive 
parents. 

34. When you introduce your child to new friend.s, do you 
ever use the word 'adopted'? If so, in which 
situations? If not, why not? 

36. Some adoptive parents do not tell their children 
that they are adopted. Why do you think they would 
not want to tell? 

39. Do you wish that you had more information about 
your child(ren)'s biological family? If so, what 
kind of information would you like to have? 

40. Some adoptiv!e parents choose not to tell others that 
their children are adopted. Why do you think they 
do this? 

57. Is there any information that you will leave out 
of the lifebook? What? lNhy? 

58. At what age did you begin or will you begin to share 
this informa'tion ,wi th yc)ur child? 

59. How have you decided to share this information? 

60. Is there any piece of illformation that you won't 
want your child(ren) to e,rer know? 

65 . Do you have any concern!:!, around sharing the 
adoption ~tory with your child(ren)? What are 
they? 

69. To sum. up, would you say that the way you handle 
your adoptive parent StcltuS varies with the si tuation 
and with the people you are dealing with or does it 
not? 


