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For 20 years, The Donaldson Adoption 
Institute has been a leader in research on 
the adoption and foster care communities. 
We are proud to introduce an important 
addition to our groundbreaking work, The 
Modern Adoptive Families Study.

Rationale & Background

Contemporary adoption practice can be traced to the early decades of the 20th 

century, with the gradual enactment across the country of state laws governing 

adoptive placement. Prior to this period, placement of children in out-of-home care 

was poorly regulated, with many concerns about the suitability of adoptive parents, as 

well as the well-being of children following placement. By 1929, however, all states 

had passed legislation governing adoption practice (Presser, 1972). Paralleling these 

legislative changes was the emergence of a professional child welfare and adoption 

agency system whose responsibility was to ensure that adoptive placements were in 

the “best interests of children.” This responsibility involved establishing guidelines 

for assessing prospective adoptive parents, matching of parents and children, and 

monitoring the well-being of children prior to adoption finalization.

For most of the 20th century, adoptions primarily involved the placement of 

domestically-born, healthy, Caucasian babies with married, infertile, middle- to 

upper-middle-class, heterosexual, non-disabled, Caucasian couples. Older children, 

those with medical, psychiatric, or behavioral problems, and those from racial 

minority groups were considered either unadoptable or, at the very least, “hard to 

place.” Similarly, adults who deviated from the stereotype of the ideal adoptive parent, 

such as those who were single, fertile, racial minority group members, physically 

disabled, lower or working-class members, or sexual minority group members, were 

routinely discouraged from applying for adoption or had their applications denied 

 (1) We appreciate the assistance of the many adoption agencies and adoption attorneys, as well as a number of adoption scholars, adoptive parent 
organizations, and LGBT parent organizations, who helped us with participant recruitment.  Special thanks to Adam Pertman, Jeanne Howard, Susan 
Smith, and Abbie Goldberg who provided valuable input into the creation of the project and in developing survey questions.  We are also deeply grateful 
to The David Bohnett Foundation for their continued support of DAI’s work related to LGBT adoption.  Finally, this project would not have been completed 
without the cooperation and commitment of the sixteen hundred plus adoptive parents who took the time and care to provide us with information about 
their children and families. We are indebted to them for their ongoing support for the work of DAI.
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(Pertman, 2011; Pertman & Howard, 2012).

During this same period, adoption practice was also characterized by secrecy, 

anonymity, and the sealing of records. With few exceptions, access to one’s original 

birth certificate was legally barred for adopted persons, often leaving them in an 

emotional quandary about their origins. Compounding this problem was adoption 

policy and practice that discouraged contact between adoptive and birth families. 

From the perspective of adoption professionals, confidential or closed adoption was 

in the best interests of all parties. Birthparents were told to go on with their lives and 

to forget about the child they had placed for adoption; adoptive parents were advised 

to raise their child as if he or she had been born to them; and adopted persons were 

encouraged to be grateful for their new family and discouraged from being too 

curious about their origins.

The past several decades, however, have witnessed extraordinary changes in adoption 

policy and practice, as well as in adoptive family life. These changes have been fueled 

by many factors, including more favorable attitudes about adoption as a means of 

family formation. For example, in 1997, a national survey conducted by the Donaldson 

Adoption Institute (1997) found that only a slight majority of the public (56%) had 

favorable attitudes about adoption as a way of creating a family; by 2002, however,

a second survey conducted by DAI, in conjunction with the Dave Thomas Foundation, 

reported that the figure had increased to 64% (Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2002). 

Three years later, the figure had risen to 72% (Dave Thomas Foundation, 2007). 

Favorable attitudes about adoption were associated with knowing people who were 

adopted or who were members of an adoptive kinship system.

Adoption has also been influenced by liberalized sexual mores that began in the 1960s 

and resulted in reduced social stigma for unwed pregnant women and, consequently, 

fewer decisions to place babies for adoption. In fact, the percentage of infants born to 

“never married” women who were relinquished for adoption declined dramatically, 

from 8.7% prior to 1973 to approximately 1% between 1996 and 2002 (Jones, 2009). In 

addition, the ready availability of contraception and abortion also contributed to fewer 

unwanted pregnancies and a decline in the number of babies who needed an adoptive 

home. As a result, adults seeking to begin or expand their families through adoption 

were forced to consider other options than the adoption of domestically-born infants.

Intercountry adoption, which began after WWII and significantly increased following 

the Korean and Vietnam Wars, became a viable alternative to domestic adoption for 

many people. In the U.S., the number of intercountry adoptions rose dramatically 

over the years, reaching a peak of nearly 23,000 placements in 2004; since then, they 



Exploring the Modern Adoptive Family 6

have dropped off dramatically, with only 7,092 reported for fiscal year 2013 (www.

travel.state.gov/content/adoptionsabroad/en/about-us/statistics.html). In most cases, 

these adoptions involved children placed beyond the first year of life, including many 

who had experienced traumatic life circumstances such as exposure to war and civil 

strife, death of parents, malnourishment, neglect, abuse, orphanage life, and cultural 

dislocation (Pinderhughes, Matthews, Deoudes, & Pertman, 2013). In addition, the 

majority of these adoptions involved transracial or transethnic placements.

Transracial adoption was also fueled by the rise in adoptive placements from the 

child welfare system, beginning in the 1980s. Previously, children residing in foster 

homes were often considered unadoptable. They were older and commonly had 

special needs, making it difficult to find permanent adoptive homes for them. Too 

often, they lingered in foster care, in part, because of child welfare policy preventing 

their foster parents from adopting them. Compounding the problem was the growing 

number of children who were entering foster care as a direct result of new child abuse 

reporting laws and the rise of societal drug use. As the number of children residing 

in foster care grew, eventually exceeding 500,000 children and youth nationwide, the 

federal government passed the Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act in 1980, 

the goal of which was to prevent the breakup of families, overhaul the foster care 

system, and reduce the number of children lingering in impermanent foster care 

placements. Subsequent federal legislation, including the Multi-Ethnic Placement Act 

of 1994, the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997, and the Fostering Connections 

for Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008, has also been geared toward 

promoting permanent placements through adoption. Like the children adopted from 

other countries, those coming from the public child welfare system were often older 

at the time of adoptive placement, and, in many cases, were characterized by medical, 

psychological, and/or academic special needs. In addition, many of the children were 

placed across racial and ethnic lines.

In their efforts to move more children from foster care into permanent adoptive 

homes, adoption professionals began to rethink established criteria regarding 

adoptive parent suitability, as well as the role of the home study (Cole & Donley, 1990). 

Previously, the emphasis of the home study was ensuring that adoptive parents met 

specific criteria believed to be beneficial for children’s well-being. This perspective 

changed, however, as developmental scientists began to challenge existing ideas 

about what constituted the “ideal” family for children (Parke, 2013). A growing body 

Rationale & Background



Exploring the Modern Adoptive Family 7

of research supported the belief that children were much less affected by the type of 

family they were raised in than by the quality of parenting and supports they received 

(Golombok & Tasker, in press; Lamb, 2012). These findings supported changes in 

adoption policy and practice, leading to more and more adults being accepted as 

suitable adoption applicants. Single parents, fertile couples, families of color, low 

income families, individuals with disabilities, foster parents, and sexual minority 

individuals slowly began to be recruited and accepted as prospective adoptive parents. 

In fact, the home study shifted from a focus on “screening out” individuals in search of 

the “parenting ideal” to one of “screening in” as many appropriate adoption applicants 

as possible. And in keeping with the growing number of children who were entering 

families with special needs, the home study shifted from a primarily evaluative 

focus to an educative one, with the goal of helping prospective adoptive parents to 

understand the unique needs of their children, to develop appropriate expectations 

and skills needed to raise them, and, when necessary, to support the utilization of 

professional services as a means of stabilizing and strengthening the family system 

(Brodzinsky, 2008; Smith, 2014).

Another important change in contemporary adoption policy and practice, as well as 

adoptive family life, has been the shift toward greater transparency and openness 

in the adoption process (Pertman, 2011; Howard, Smith & Deoudes, 2010). Although 

most states still have sealed records laws, a growing number have passed legislation 

allowing adopted persons access to their original birth certificate. Adoptive parents 

also have greater access to their child’s medical and psychosocial history than they 

did in the past, and are being helped to understand the best ways of sharing this 

information with their child (Brodzinsky, 2008). In addition, more and more adoptive 

and birth families are sharing identifying information at the time of placement and 

Another important change in contemporary 
adoption policy and practice, as well as 
adoptive family life, has been the shift
toward greater transparency and
openness in the adoption process.



Exploring the Modern Adoptive Family 8

developing plans for ongoing contact in the post-adoption years. In fact, the majority 

of infants placed for adoption in the U.S. by private agencies now involve some level of 

post-adoption contact between the families (Siegel & Smith, 2012)

All of these changes have altered the face of the adoptive family. No longer can we talk 

about the typical adopted child or typical adoptive family. Some families are headed by 

two parents; others by one. In some cases, family members share the same race; in 

others, they do not. Some parents are raising only children they adopted; others are 

raising both adopted and biological children. Some adopted children were placed at 

birth, with little or no history of previous life adversity; others were adopted at older 

ages and entered their family with medical, psychological, social, and/or learning 

challenges. In some cases, the adoption is confidential and there is no post-placement 

contact between the adoptive and birth families, whereas in others, the adoption 

arrangement is open, with families sharing identifying information and having periodic 

contact with one another. In short, the modern adoptive family is complex and diverse.

ADOPTION BY LESBIANS AND GAY MEN
Of all the changes that have taken place in adoption policy and practice, one of the 

most controversial has been the emergence of adoption by sexual minority individuals 

and couples (Brodzinsky, 2011; Brodzinsky & Pertman, 2012; Human Rights Campaign, 

2009; Mallon, 2006). Historically, resistance to adoption by lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, or queer (LGBTQ) people was based on many factors, including religious 

doctrine that viewed homosexuality as sinful and deviant, pervasive homophobic 

beliefs and heterosexist attitudes in society, and widespread misconceptions about 

the desire of these individuals to become parents and their capacity to raise children. 

It was also commonly assumed that children growing up in lesbian- or gay-parent 

headed homes would be significantly disadvantaged compared to children with 

heterosexual parents, leading to higher rates of emotional and social maladjustment.

Over the past few decades, however, resistance to adoption by non-heterosexual 

adults has significantly decreased. Recent groundbreaking legislation and court 

decisions including the June 26, 2015 landmark ruling by the Supreme Court on 

marriage equality have paved the way for more and more sexual-minority individuals 

(2) Transgender individuals continue to experience a high level of discrimination when applying to adopt children (Human Rights Campaign, 2009). At 
present, no statistics exist on their relative interest in adopting, their rate of adoption application, or their success having children placed with them. 
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to marry and/or adopt children (Appell, 2012). A growing number of adoption agencies 

have also changed their policies and now accept adoption applications from lesbians 

and gay men (Brodzinsky, 2012) 2 . Public opinion has also turned decidedly positive 

regarding LGBT adoption. A recent Gallup poll indicated that 63% of Americans believe 

that same-sex couples should be allowed to adopt children; up from only 28% in 1994 

(www.gallup.com/poll/170801/americans-say-sex-couples-entitled-adopt-aspx).

Over a quarter century of research has also countered many of the misconceptions about 

parenting by sexual minority individuals and couples. For example, based upon multiple 

national surveys (e.g; General Social Survey; Census 2010; Gallup Daily Tracking 

Survey), Gates (2013) reported that an estimated 37% of self-identified LGBT adults – 

roughly, 3,000,000 individuals -- have had a child at some point in their lives. Moreover, 

the number of same-sex couples who are raising a child under 18 years of age has grown 

over the years. Gates (2014) reported that in 1990, only 12% of such couples were raising 

children; by 2006, the percentage had increased to 19%, but then dropped off to 16% by 

2009. Gates suggests that the recent decline in LGBT couples raising a child is probably 

due to fewer sexual minority individuals becoming parents early in their lives while in 

heterosexual relationships. He noted that a greater number of LGBT individuals are 

coming out earlier in their lives as a result of a decline in social stigma associated with 

sexual minority status. Consequently, they are less likely than previous generations of 

LGBT individuals to have children in the context of heterosexual relationships.

We also know significantly more about the parenting capacity and behavior of lesbians 

and gay men, as well as the impact on children of being raised by non-heterosexual 

parents, than we did just a few decades ago 3. Contrary to commonly held stereotypes, 

research indicates that sexual minority parents show the same capacity, sensitivity, 

and commitment in raising children as do their heterosexual counterparts. 

Furthermore, their children fare equally well as peers growing up in heterosexual 

households in terms of psychological, social, emotional, behavioral, and academic 

adjustment (Goldberg, 2010; Goldberg & Allen, 2013) 4. This pattern holds true not 

only for the biological children of lesbian and gay parents, but also for their adopted 

children (Brodzinsky & Pertman, 2012; Farr & Patterson, 2013). These results are 

Public opinion has also turned decidedly 
positive regarding LGBT adoption.



Exploring the Modern Adoptive Family 10

widely accepted in the scientific and professional communities (Adams & Light, 2015) and have had a 

profound positive influence in supporting legislative change and court decisions related to marriage 

equality for same-sex couples, as well as in supporting their ability to adopt children.

National survey data suggest that a growing number of sexual minority adults are becoming parents 

through adoption (Gates, 2011, 2013, 2014). In Census 2000, nearly 10% of same-sex couples with 

children reported raising an adopted child; by 2009, the American Community Survey suggested that 

the figure had risen to 19%. Same-sex couples are also four times more likely than heterosexual 

couples to be raising an adopted child. In many cases, these are children adopted at an older age 

and across racial lines. In fact, some studies suggest that lesbians and gay men may be more likely 

than heterosexual adults to adopt older, special needs children, as well as children of a different race 

or ethnicity (Brooks & Goldberg, 2001; Farr & Patterson, 2009; Gates et al., 2007; Goldberg, 2009; 

Goldberg & Smith, 2007; Matthews & Cramer, 2006). These types of placements present families with 

greater parenting challenges than those involving young, healthy children or those in which parents 

and children are of the same race.

Thorough and sensitive pre-adoption parent preparation, coupled with accessible, affordable, and 

competent post-adoption education, counseling, and support, are key factors underlying adoptive 

placement stability and the well-being of all family members (Brodzinsky, 2008). For families 

adopting older, special needs children, as well as those of a different race or ethnicity,

these services are all the more important.

Relatively little is known about the unique experiences and needs of sexual minority adoptive parents 

and their children. The National Survey of Adoptive Parents, 2007 (Vandivere, Malm, & Radel, 

2009; Bramlett & Radel, 2010), the largest and most representative survey of adoptive family life, 

unfortunately did not include information about parents’ sexual orientation, making it impossible 

to draw inferences from this valuable dataset about the similarity and differences in pre- and post-

adoption experiences and needs of same-sex versus different-sex adoptive families. Brodzinsky 

(2011) and Ryan and Brown (2012) did examine the adoption experiences and needs of families 

headed by lesbian and gay parents. However, neither study included a comparison group of adoptive 

(3) Most researchers have grouped individuals who self-identify as bisexual or queer with lesbians or gay men.
(4) Several recent population based studies purport to show that children of lesbians and gay men display significantly higher rates of adjustment 
difficulties compared to children of heterosexual parents (Allen, 2013; Regnerus, 2012; Sullins, 2015).  These studies have been roundly criticized on a 
number of grounds, but most importantly, for failing to take into account the higher rate of family instability in children currently living with lesbian or 
gay parents (i.e., most of these boys and girls were the product of heterosexual relationships which disrupted prior to one parent coming out as lesbian 
or gay).  Other research has pointed out that when this factor is controlled for, the differences between children of lesbian/gay families and heterosexual 
families are eliminated (Potter, 2012; Rosenfeld, in press).  In short, it is not the sexual orientation of parents that undermines children’s health and 
emotional well-being, but the adverse impact of family dissolution and multiple family transitions.

Rationale & Background
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families headed by heterosexual parents, making it impossible to know whether their 

findings were related to parental sexual minority status per se. In contrast, Brooks, 

Kim and Wind (2012) compared a large group of heterosexual adoptive families (n = 

1071) to a smaller and combined group of families headed by lesbian or gay adoptive 

parents (n = 82) on a variety of measures related to adoption preparation, as well as 

post-placement needs, service availability, service utilization, and service helpfulness. 

Although there were more similarities than differences between the groups in terms 

of service needs, use, and helpfulness, a number of significant differences did emerge.

For example, sexual minority respondents were more likely than heterosexual 

parents to indicate that they needed: information about their children’s genetic history 

(93% versus 84%); educational support for transracial adoption (73% versus 59%); 

and information on how to search for their children’s birth relatives (71% versus 

64%). They were also more likely than heterosexual parents to report the availability 

of: lectures and seminars on adoption (92% versus 82%); classes and workshops 

on understanding adopted children (85% versus 72%); lectures and seminars on 

transracial adoption (72% versus 53%); and information about their children’s 

racial and ethnic background (71% versus 64%). However, they were also more 

likely to report an unmet need for pre-adoptive counseling for their children (100% 

versus 73%). Finally, regarding service utilization, lesbian and gay respondents, in 

comparison to their straight counterparts, more often reported: using respite care 

(16% versus 8%); attending classes and workshops on understanding adopted children 

(71% versus 57%); and attending lectures and seminars on transracial adoption (61% 

versus 44%). They were less likely to use: support groups for pre-adoptive parents 

(40% versus 58%); counseling groups for pre-adoptive parents (11% versus 21%); and 

support groups for transracially-placed children (5% versus 16%).

The National Survey of Adoptive Parents, 
2007, the largest and most representative 
survey of adoptive family life, unfortunately 
did not include information about parents’ 
sexual orientation, making it impossible to 
draw inferences from this valuable dataset.
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Although providing the first systematic examination of the service needs and service utilization of sexual 

minority adoptive parents compared to heterosexual parents, the study by Brooks and colleagues is 

limited in a number of ways. First, the sample of lesbian and gay families was still relatively small 

and nearly 82% of the respondents had adopted across racial lines. Both issues raise questions about 

the generalizability of the findings to the larger group of adoptive families headed by sexual minority 

parents. Second, the decision to combine lesbian- and gay-headed households into a single group for 

data analysis purposes makes it impossible to address the unique adoption experiences and needs of 

these two groups of families, which are not always the same (Brodzinsky, 2011). Finally, the study also 

does not provide information on the unique experiences and needs of sexual minority families adopting 

different types of children, through different means (e.g., public child welfare system, private domestic 

adoption agencies, or from abroad), and in different adoption openness arrangements.

To better understand the emerging diversity in the modern adoptive family, especially those headed 

by sexual minority individuals and couples, the author, in collaboration with the Donaldson Adoption 

Institute, conceived and implemented a large scale national survey focusing on the experiences, 

perceptions, and needs of different types of adoptive families. Although the Modern Adoptive Families 

Study (MAF) focuses primarily on questions related to adoption by sexual minority parents, it is also 

structured to address questions related to other adoption diversity issues (see below).

The purpose of this report is to introduce the MAF project to the professional community by 

describing its methodology, the type of questions and variables included in the survey, the 

demographics of the sample (as well as some of their experiences), and by highlighting some of the 

interesting research questions that will be addressed in future publications. Only descriptive data will 

be included in this report; comparative and inferential analyses related to different types of adoptions 

will be the focus of subsequent publications. Our goal is also to publish adoption policy and practice 

articles on DAI website that derive from MAF research findings.

Rationale & Background
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Methodology
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Research participants were recruited in a
variety of ways.  Letters were sent to several 
hundred adoption agencies and approximately 
30 adoption attorneys across the country
requesting their help with the project.
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Methodology

The project was described as a survey research  study focusing on the characteristics 

and experiences of different types of adoptive families, including: single-parent 

versus two-parent families, in-racial versus transracial families, heterosexual versus 

sexual minority families, and families involved in varying levels of openness.  Agency 

directors and attorneys were asked to forward a letter describing the study to adoptive 

families with whom they had previously worked, but not to those with whom they 

were currently working 5. A number of adoption researchers also agreed to forward 

an announcement of the study to families who had previously been involved in their 

research.  Families created through kinship adoption were not included in this study. 

Because the primary focus of the MAF project was to understand the relative 

experiences and needs of adoptive families headed by sexual minority adults 

compared to those headed by heterosexual individuals, an effort was made to 

oversample from those agencies and attorneys who regularly work with LGBT 

adoption applicants.  These agencies and attorneys were identified through our 

previous research in this area (Brodzinsky, 2003; Brodzinsky, 2011), as well as through 

an internet search of “gay-friendly” adoption agencies (http://itsconceivablenow.

com/adoption-agencies/). Announcements about the study were also sent to 

several adoptive parent and LGBT parent organizations and posted on several LGBT 

parenting websites.  Although our procedures resulted in a relatively large number of 

respondents, coming from all areas of the U.S., the sample should not be considered 

truly representative of all adoptive families. 

 (5) It was believed that soliciting the involvement of current clients who were in the process of adopting a child might put undue pressure on them to 
participate in the study.
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After receiving the letter from the adoption agency or adoption attorney, or seeing the 

announcement about the study elsewhere, parents who were interested in finding out 

more about the research or who wanted to participate contacted the author by email 

or telephone.  A letter describing the study in more detail was then sent to the parents.  

The letter indicated three options for participating in the study: by responding online 

through Survey Monkey, by receiving and returning the questionnaire through email, 

or by receiving and returning it by postal mail.  Over 95% of respondents chose to fill 

out the questionnaire online.  Both the letter and the instructions accompanying the 

survey emphasized that only one parent per family should fill out the survey.

No compensation was offered for participating in the research. The study procedures 

were reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board of Illinois State University.

(6) Readers interested in reviewing a copy of the survey should contact the author.
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The survey consisted of 203 questions 
covering a wide range of topics 6. Most 
questions required that participants choose 
only one answer; a few provided the option 
of choosing more than one answer. Open-
ended questions were also included to 
allow participants to elaborate on some 
of their responses. Given the length of the 
questionnaire, a decision was made to make 
the open-ended questions optional.
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Methodology

DEMOGRAPHICS OF RESPONDENT
Including age; gender; partnered/marital status; years partnered/married; race; partner’s race; 

sexual orientation; education level; household income; and state of residence.

DESCRIPTION OF THE FAMILY
In terms of number of adopted and biological children; ages, gender and race of children.

DEMOGRAPHICS AND PLACEMENT INFORMATION FOR OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD
Including age; gender; age at placement; number of years in family; race; racial match with parents; 

adoptive legal status of second parent (for two parent families); adoption placement source (public 

child welfare system, private domestic adoption, intercountry); country of origin.

PRE-PLACEMENT EXPERIENCES FOR OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD
Including prenatal exposure to drugs/alcohol, malnutrition, neglect, physical abuse, sexual 

abuse, multiple foster placements; orphanage life  or other trauma.
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SPECIAL NEEDS AT THE TIME OF PLACEMENT FOR OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD
Including medical problems, emotional problems, learning problems, behavioral problems, 

developmental delays, or other special needs; pre-placement preparation and education for

parents related to the child’s special needs.

EXTENT OF ADOPTION OPENNESS IN RELATION TO OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD
Including contact with birth family at time of placement (and with whom); contact since placement (and with whom); type of 

contact; whether contact had ended (and why); current contact; frequency of current contact; current relationship with birth 

family; history of problems with birth family; concerns about contact and perceptions of impact of contact on family; 

search plans (for those not in contact)

PARENT’S PERCEPTION OF ADJUSTMENT AND FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS
Including current school adjustment; presence of learning challenges; involvement with mental health 

professionals and type of diagnoses for child; perception of child’s current psychological adjustment

and relationship with parent; parent’s perception of challenges in raising their child

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION, PRE-PLACEMENT EXPERIENCES, SPECIAL NEEDS, OPENNESS 
EXPERIENCES, AND ADJUSTMENT RELATED TO PARENTS’OTHER ADOPTED CHILDREN
Questions were not asked about each additional child who was adopted, but rather, in a more general sense, 

taking the following form, “Are any of your other adopted children of a different race from you; 

Prior to placement in your family, did one or more of your other adopted children experience prenatal 

exposure to drugs/alcohol, malnutrition, neglect, etc”.

The goal of these questions was to gain a more comprehensive picture of the adoption experiences and 

challenges faced by families in relation to subsequent placements following the adoption of their first child

HISTORY OF ADOPTIVE PARENT PREPARATION, EDUCATION, AND SUPPORT
Including perceptions regarding the quality of preparation received during the home study; quality of

post-adoption services received over the years; the type of services utilized over the years;

and current adoption related needs

TRANSRACIAL SOCIALIZATION ATTITUDES AND BELIEFS, AND PERCEIVED SELF-EFFICACY 
IN RELATION TO RACIAL SOCIALIZATION
Parents responded to items from the Transracial Adoptive Parenting Scale (TAPS) (Massatti, Vonk, & Gregoire, 

2004) and items from the Racial Socialization Self-Efficacy subscale (Berbery and O’Brien, 2011)
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Methodology

SEXUAL ORIENTATION SOCIALIZATION ATTITUDES AND BELIEFS, AND PERCEIVED 
SELF-EFFICACY IN RELATION TO SEXUAL ORIENTATION SOCIALIZATION
(for LGBT adoptive parents only).  

SCHOOL EXPERIENCES
Including awareness of the child’s adoption status by school officials; discussions about adoption with school 

officials; satisfaction with how the school has handled adoption issues; and the child’s experiences of teasing 

at school in relation to adoption, race, and/or parents’ sexual orientation

INVOLVEMENT WITH MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS
Including: satisfaction with services received; perception of professional’s knowledge of and sensitivity to 

adoption issues; extent of insurance coverage for treatment; and whether insurance provided the family with 

access to adoption competent therapists

INVOLVEMENT WITH CHILD’S PEDIATRICIAN OR PRIMARY CARE PHYSICIAN
Including whether adoption was discussed with the physician; whether the physician appeared to be knowledgeable about 

adoption and the unique issues facing the family; and parent’s satisfaction with information/advice 

about adoption received from the physician.
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A total of 1,731 individuals responded to the survey 
during a two year period (2012-2013).  Data from
115 respondents were eventually eliminated
for the following reasons:  
INSUFFICIENT DATA FOR MEANINGFUL ANALYSES (72);
in most cases, these individuals only answered a few questions before stopping

STEPPARENT ADOPTIONS OR SECOND PARENT ADOPTIONS OF A
PARTNER’S BIOLOGICAL CHILD (18)

KINSHIP ADOPTION (10)

AGE OF OLDEST CHILD GREATER THAN 30 YEARS (10)

TWO PARENTS IN THE SAME FAMILY RESPONDING SEPARATELY (3)
Despite the instruction that only one parent should fill out the survey, in these cases, both parents 
provided separate responses; these cases were identified when questionnaires were filled out in 
close temporal proximity to one another and the demographics of the family and the oldest adopted 
children were the same in both forms

SUSPICIOUS DATA (2)
These cases involved what appeared to be purposeful attempts to provide invalid and extreme data 
(e.g., 30 adopted children, one of whom was identified as being older than the parents)

Of the 1,616 surveys in the final dataset, 1563 were complete.  Another 53, with incomplete data, were also 
included because they provided sufficient data for meaningful analyses on a number of important variables.  
Given the nature of sample recruitment, it was impossible to calculate adoptive parent response rate.

Questions regarding demographic information for the respondent were placed at the end of the survey.  As 
a result, respondents who provided incomplete surveys (n = 54) typically did not fill out this section.  In addition, a 
number of respondents chose not to provide information about one or more items related to themselves (e.g., age, 
sexual orientation, household income).  Consequently, the descriptive data below are based upon variable sample 
sizes.  Although descriptive data are provided for most of the questions and scales in the survey,
not all are included in this report.

Sample Description 
and Experiences
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Respondent Information

Respondents ranged in age from 24 to 70 years, with a mean of 45.1 years (median = 45 years).  Most 
respondents were female (87.4%).  The mean age for female and male respondents was 45.1 and 44.9 
years, respectively. 

Over 80% of the families were headed by two parents (81.7%), with 74.1% of the parents reported being married.  
Couples had been partnered or married for one to 45 years, with a mean of 15.7 years (median = 15 years).  

Of those respondents providing information own their sexual orientation (n = 1563), the vast majority 
self-identified as heterosexual (see figure 1); 133 identified as lesbian, 106 as gay, 30 as bisexual, and 5 
as other (e.g., queer, pansexual).  Of the 30 individuals who identified as bisexual, 29 were female and 
one was male; 22 of the bisexual individuals self-identified as being a sexual minority parent whereas 8 
did not.  Eight-one percent of heterosexual parents reported being married or partnered, as did 88% of 
lesbians, 85% of gay men, 77% of bisexual respondents, and 60% of those whose sexual orientation was 
self-identified as “other.”
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Infographs
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Figure 1: Sexual Orientation of Respondents
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Figure 2: Education of Respondents
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DEMOGRAPHICS

The respondents were predominantly Caucasian (90.5%), with 3.5% identifying as African American, 2% as 
Asian or Pacific Islander, 1.7% as Hispanic, 1.4% as biracial/multiracial, .7% as Native American, and .2% 
as other.  Most respondents reported that their partner was of the same race (87.6%).

The respondents, on average, were well educated, with over 80% reporting being college graduates 
or having post-graduate degrees (see Figure 2). Most respondents were also moderately affluent, 
with 56.5% having a total household income exceeding $100,000 a year (see Figure 3). As would be 
expected, single parent families (70.6%) were more likely to have incomes under $100,000 than 
families with two parents (37.5%).

Respondents were geographically diverse, residing throughout the country, with a small percentage 
currently living in other countries (mostly Canada).  The top ten states represented in the survey were:  CA 
(13.4%), MN (7.8%), PA (6.8%), NY (5.4%), NJ (4.6%), MA (4.3%), IL (3.5%), OH (3.4%), WA (3.4%), and OR 
(2.9%).  Appendix A provides a breakdown of the current state residence for respondents.
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Figure 3: Total Yearly Household Income
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Figure 4: Family Structure
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FAMILY STRUCTURE 

The number of adopted and biological children raised by respondents and their partner ranged from 
1 to 18 (mean = 2.30; median = 2); 37.5% of respondents had only one child; 33% had two; 13.8% had 
three; and 15.7% had four or more children.  The number of children adopted by respondents ranged 
from 1 to 13 (mean = 1.69; median = 1); 55.6% had adopted only one child; 31.4% had adopted two; 
7.5% had adopted three; and 5.6% had adopted four or more children.  Although most respondents 
did not have any biological children (70.5%), slightly less than a third did.  More families adopted 
children after having biological children (23.6%) than the reverse (5.8%) (see Figure 4).

Respondents reported having a range of 0 to 10 boys (mean = 1.15; median = 1) and 0 to 8 girls (mean 
= 1.15; median = 1) in the family.  They also reported that 0 to 7 of their boys were adopted (mean = .83; 
median = 1.00), as were 0 to 7 of their girls (mean = .86; median = 1.00).  Two-thirds of respondents 
reported that at least one of the children they adopted was of a different race from them (66.7%). 
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DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION FOR OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD
(TARGET CHILD FOR PRIMARY ANALYSES)

Respondent’s oldest adopted child ranged in age from one month to 29.6 years (mean = 9.57 years; 
median = 8.7 years).  Most of the children were in the toddler/preschool through pre-adolescent years 
(see Figure 5).  Slightly more than half of the oldest adopted children were girls (51.2%).  For 
respondents reporting that they were in partnered relationships or were married, 80.8% indicated that 
their oldest adopted child had been legally adopted by both parents.

One-third of the oldest adopted children were identified as Caucasian (33.3%); 17.3% were African 
American; 20.3% were Asian or Pacific Islander; 12.6% were Hispanic; 1.5% were Native American; 
14% were biracial/multiracial; and 1% were described as Other.  For purposes of this study, 
transracial adoption was defined as the child being of a different race from respondent and partner (in 
cases of two-parent families).  A majority of the oldest adopted children (56.7%) in the family met this 
criterion (see Figure 6).
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Figure 5: Age Grouping for Oldest Adopted Child
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Figure 6: Parent-Child Racial Similarity
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Figure 7: Age at Placement
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Figure 8: Pre- Placement Risks
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PLACEMENT INFORMATION FOR OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD

Age at placement in the family ranged from one birth to 17.5 years, with a mean of 2.1 years (median = 
.9 years).  The vast majority of children had been placed in the first three years of life (see Figure 7).  On 
average, the oldest adopted child had been with the family for 7.5 years (median = 6.3 years), with a range 
of one month to 28 years.

Slightly more children had been placed from abroad (n = 606; 37.5%) compared to those placed from the 
public child welfare system (n = 517; 32%) or from private domestic agencies or independent adoption 
practitioners (n = 493; 30.5%).  A total of 43 countries of origin (other than the U.S.) were identified by 
respondents.  [27 respondents failed to identify the country of origin for their oldest adopted child.]  The 
top five sending countries included:  China (n = 141; 8.7%), Guatemala (n = 82; 5.1%), South Korea (n = 
74; 4.6%), Russia (n = 59; 3.7%), and Ethiopia (n = 54; 3.3%).  Appendix B provides a complete listing of 
countries of origin for the respondents’ oldest adopted children.

PRE-PLACEMENT RISKS AND SPECIAL NEEDS OF OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD

Respondents reported that three-quarters of their oldest adopted children (74.9%) had experienced 
one or more pre-placement risks prior to entering the family (see Figure 8) 7; 29.8% had experienced 
only one risk factor; 17.1% had experience two; 9.8% had experienced three; 9.4% had experienced 
four; and 8.8% had experienced five or more pre-placement risks.  The three most common pre-
placement risks were prenatal substance exposure (38.2%), neglect (34.2%), and orphanage life 
(26.7%).  Over half of respondents’ oldest adopted children (57.2%) presented with one or more special 
needs at the time of placement (see Figure 9); 22.8% presented with only one special need; 15.7% 
presented with two special needs; 8% presented with three special needs; and 10.8% presented with four 
or more special needs.  Developmental delays were the most common special needs category reported by 
respondents (31.6%), followed by emotional problems (28%) and medical problems (26.6%).

 (7) Children placed from foster care experienced the most pre-adoption adversity and displayed the greatest number of special needs at placement, fol-
lowed by those who were placed from abroad, and finally, those who were placed from private domestic agencies and independent facilitators.  Details 
about pre-adoption adversity and children’s special needs in relation to adoption type will be presented in subsequent publications. 
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Figure 9: Special Needs at Time of Placement
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Figure 10: Types of Contact Since Placement
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CONTACT WITH BIRTH FAMILY OF OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD

Forty-five percent of respondents reported that their family had some type of contact with one 
or more members of the birth family prior to or at the time of adoption 8.  More often, contact 
was with the child’s birth mother (39.6%) than with others from the birth family, including birth 
grandparents (21.7%), birth siblings (15.3%), birth father (14.7%), and extended birth relatives 
such as aunts/uncles/cousins (11.6%).  More than half of respondents (56.1%) indicated that their 
family had contact with one or more birth family members following their child’s placement.  
Once again, contact was more common with the birth mother (44.1%), followed by the birth 
grandparents (27.6%), birth siblings (24.5%), other birth relatives (19.5%), and the birth father 
(16.4%).  Type of contact with birth family was highly variable, involving both direct, face to face 
meetings, and many indirect means of contact (see Figure 10).

For those families who had previous contact, about a fifth (21.5%) reported that contact with one 
or more birth family members had ceased.  Nearly 45% of respondents (44.6%) indicated that 
their family currently had some contact with the birth family, which varied in terms of frequency, 
consistency and directness (See Figure 11).

Regarding frequency of current indirect (non- face to face) contact, a third of respondents 
reported that it occurred every few months or more often (see Figure 12).  Slightly less than 15% of 
respondents indicated that direct, face to face contact occurred every few months or more often 
(see Figure 13).

(8) As might be expected, contact varied according to adoption type, with respondents adopting from private agencies and independent facilitators re-
porting significantly more contact with birth families than those adopting from the public child welfare system, who, in turn, reported more contact with 
birth families than those adopting from other countries.  Details of openness by adoption type will be provided in subsequent publications. 
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Figure 11: Current Contact with Birth Family
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Figure 12: Frequency of Current Indirect Contact
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CONTACT WITH BIRTH FAMILY OF OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD (CONTINUED)

Regarding frequency of current indirect (non- face to face) contact, a third of respondents reported that it 
occurred every few months or more often (see Figure 12).  Slightly less than 15% of respondents indicated 
that direct, face to face contact occurred every few months or more often (see Figure 13).
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Figure 14: Current Relationship with Birth Family
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CONTACT WITH BIRTH FAMILY OF OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD (CONTINUED)

When asked about the quality of their current relationship with the birth family, over 70% of 
respondents reported that it was good or excellent (see Figure 14).

ADJUSTMENT OF OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD 9

Slightly more than one-third of respondents (36%) indicated that their oldest adopted child had 
been identified at some point in time as having a learning challenge or disability, with 31.6% of them 
noting that their child had received some type of special education services.  Despite these learning 
challenges, 63% of parents noted that their child’s current educational adjustment was good or 
excellent (see Figure 15).  [Families with infants as their oldest adopted child were not included in this analysis; 
nor were families with toddler and young preschool age children who were not enrolled in school].

(9) On most indicators of educational and psychological adjustment, children placed from foster care were more disadvantaged than those placed from 
abroad, who in turn, were more disadvantaged than those placed from private domestic agencies and independent facilitators.  Details about children’s 
adjustment in relation to adoption type will be provided in subsequent publications.
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Figure 16: Lifetime Percent of Children Manifesting Problems

23.8% ADHD

20.0% Anxiety (including PTSD)

13.4% Attachment Problems

10.1% Oppositional Defiance

9.8% Sensory Processing Problems

9.6% Depression

5.1% Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Syndrome

4.3% Adjustment Disorder

3.7% Autistic Spectrum Disorder

2.3% Conduct Disorder

2.2% Substance Abuse

1.7% Intellectual  Disability

8.4% Other



ADJUSTMENT OF OLDEST ADOPTED CHILD (CONTINUED)

Forty-three percent of respondents’ oldest adopted children had been treated at some point by 
a mental health professional.  The most common problems reported by parents included ADHD, 
anxiety, attachment problems, and oppositional/defiant behavior (see Figure 16).

Most parents viewed their oldest adopted child’s current psychological adjustment as good or 
excellent (67.7%) (see Figure 17)

10% 20% 30% 40%
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Figure 17: Current Psychological Adjustment of Child
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Figure 18: Current Relationship with Child
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Figure 19: Ability of Child to Give and Receive Affection
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Figure 20: Experience in Raising Child

16.0% Much More Difficult Than Expected

23.5% Somewhat More Difficult Than Expected

32.6% About What I Expected

13.6% Somewhat Easier than Expected

14.2% Much Easier than Expected

RELATIONSHIP WITH ADOPTED CHILDREN

87.1% rated their relationship with their oldest adopted child as good or excellent (see Figure 18); 
84% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that their oldest adopted child was able to give 
and receive affection comparable to other children of a similar age (see Figure 19); and 60% reported 
that compared to pre-adoption expectations, raising their oldest adopted child was about what they 
expected or was easier than expected (see Figure 20).

ADOPTIVE PARENT PREPARATION, EDUCATION, AND SUPPORT

Respondents were asked about the quality of the pre-adoption preparation and education they 
received in relation to their oldest adopted child and their youngest adopted child (for those who 
adopted more than one child).  They were also asked whether post-adoption education and support 
services were offered to them by the professionals making their child(ren)’s adoption placement, and, 
if so, whether they availed themselves of the services.  Finally, they were asked about the quality of 
post-adoption education and support they have received over the years.

Two-thirds of respondents reported that the quality of pre-adoption preparation and education 
received during the placement of their oldest adopted child was good or excellent (see Figure 21).  
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Figure 21: Quality of Pre- Adoption Preparation- Oldest
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Figure 22: Quality of Pre- Adoption Preparation: Youngest
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ADOPTIVE PARENT PREPARATION, EDUCATION, AND SUPPORT (CONTINUED)

For those who adopted more than one child, roughly the same percent was found for parents’ rating 
of the quality of pre-adoption preparation and education in relation to their most recently adopted 
child (see Figure 22).

Only 64.7% of respondents reported that the adoption agency or adoption professional making their 
child(ren)’s adoption placement offered them post-adoption services.  Of those who were offered 
services (n = 1017), approximately two-thirds used them (66.7%).  

Participants availed themselves of post-adoption services not only from their original placing agency but 
from other sources as well.  In describing the quality of post-adoption education and support received over 
the years, approximately 50% of parents reported that it was good or excellent (see Figure 23)

Respondents reported on the frequency with which they utilized various post-adoption education 
programs, services, and supports.  The most commonly used post-adoption services and supports, 
with at least 40% of respondents reporting that they were used fairly often or occasionally included:  
web-based adoptive parent classes (84%), support from other adoptive parents through friendships 
(72.7%), adoption books (69.1%), adoptive parent magazines (54.1%), support from other adoptive 
parents through social media (49.9%), and consultation with mental health professionals (40.5%).  
See Table 1 for a complete description of post-adoption services and supports, and the
frequency of their use by families.
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Figure 23: Quality of Post- Adoption Support Received
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ADOPTIVE PARENT PREPARATION, EDUCATION, AND SUPPORT (CONTINUED)

Respondents were also asked to describe their current adoption related needs in various areas, 
using the following Likert scale:  1 = not important, 2 = slightly important, 3 = moderately important, 
4 = important, 5 = extremely important.  Of the 18 areas covered, 40% or more of respondents rated 
the following areas as important or extremely important in terms of their current needs: fostering 
positive self-esteem and identity development for their children (71.7%); supporting children’s 
curiosity about their origins (64.9%); parent-child communication strategies (63.1%); helping children 
cope with adoption loss (59.2%); talking with children about adoption (54.5%); discussing difficult 
background information with children (54.3%); understanding children’s development and adjustment 
problems (52.1%); developing effective educational advocacy strategies for children (50.9%); 
strengthening behavior management strategies (50.5%); understanding the impact of trauma on 
children (48%); and racial/cultural socialization strategies (43.5%).  See Table 2 for a complete listing 
of parents’ current service and support needs.

SCHOOL INFORMATION

Of the respondents who reported having a child enrolled in school, 91.4% indicated that the school 
was aware of their child’s adoptive status, with 5.9% stating that they were unsure if the school 
knew, and 2.7% indicating that the school did not know.  Slightly more than half of these respondents 
stated that the child’s adoptive status was in their school records; 36.9% were unsure of whether this 
information was part of the school records; and 11.4% said it was not.



Exploring the Modern Adoptive Family 43

Supports and Services Fairly Often Occasionally A Few Times Not At All

In-person adoptive 
parent lectures or 

workshops

10.2% 21.5% 24.9% 43.4%

Web-based adoptive 
parent classes

65.6% 18.4% 11.6% 4.4%

Web-based adoption 
articles or blogs

18.0% 16.3% 26.0% 39.8%

Adoptive parent 
magazines

35.1% 19.0% 24.3% 21.6%

Books on adoption and 
adoptive parenting

34.7% 34.4% 19.3% 11.7%

Videos on adoption and 
adoptive parenting

8.6% 15.2% 22.7% 53.4%

Consultations with 
original adoption agency 

or adoption placement 
professional

6.4% 16.7% 28.2% 48.7%

Consultations with an 
adoption professional 

not involved in original 
placement

8.2% 11.5% 14.7% 65.6%

Consultations with 
a mental health 

professional

26.8% 13.7% 14.4% 45.1%

Consultations with 
child’s pediatrician 

about adoption issues

10.0% 17.3% 30.6% 42.1%

Adoptive parent support 
group

21.7% 17.8% 17.2% 43.2%

Support from other 
adoptive parents 

through friendships

48.6% 24.1% 15.4% 11.9%

Support from other 
adoptive parents 

through social media

34.6% 15.3% 14.2% 35.8%

Respite care 1.8% 3.3% 7.2% 87.6%

Adoption groups or 
activities for children

12.8% 18.2% 25.2% 43.8%

Culture/adoption camps 
for children and/or 

families

7.4% 8.1% 8.8% 75.7%

Other types of support/
services

11.5% 3.8% 2.0% 82.6%

Table 1: Frequency of Use of Post- Adoption Services
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Needs Extremely important Important Moderately
Important

Slightly Important Not important

Coping with the
legacy of infertility

3.0% 4.6% 6.0% 7.1% 79.3%

Fostering parent 
child attachment

20.8% 17.6% 11.7% 10.5% 39.4%

Talking with my chil-
dren about adoption

29.0% 27.4% 17.3% 12.6% 13.7%

Discussing difficult 
background informa-
tion with my children

27.3% 25.0% 16.8% 13.8% 17.3%

Supporting my 
children’s curiosity 

about their
background

36.6% 28.3% 13.2% 9.4% 12.4%

Helping my children 
cope with

adoption loss

33.9% 25.3% 14.0% 11.4% 15.4%

Managing
relationships with

birth family

17.0% 17.0% 14.9% 14.6% 36.5%

Racial/cultural social-
ization strategies

24.0% 19.5% 12.5% 10.7% 33.3%

Strengthening
behavior manage-

ment strategies

30.8% 19.7% 15.5% 11.5% 22.5%

Understanding
children’s develop-

ment and adjustment 
problems

29.0% 23.1% 17.0% 12.2% 18.7%

Understanding the 
impact of trauma on 

children

28.6% 19.4% 13.6% 12.4% 25.9%

Parent-child
communication 

strategies

34.0% 29.1% 14.4% 9.5% 13.0%

Fostering positive 
self-esteem and 

identity development

45.7% 26.0% 11.3% 6.0% 11.1%

Discussing sexual 
orientation issues 

with my children

9.0% 14.2% 15.5% 15.7% 45.7%

Developing effective 
educational advoca-
cy strategies for my 

children

29.2% 21.7% 16.2% 9.8% 23.0%

Finding an adoption 
competent pediatri-

cian

11.1% 11.4% 13.6% 12.4% 51.5%

Finding an adoption 
competent therapist

21.8% 12.5% 11.8% 10.4% 43.5%

Having periodic 
respite care

8.5% 6.8% 6.5% 7.0% 71.3%

Other needs 9.9% 1.9% 0.9% 0.5% 86.7%

Table 2: Current Adoptive Parent Needs
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SCHOOL INFORMATION (CONTINUED)

Most adoptive parents (80.4%) reported that they have had opportunities to discuss adoption issues 
with one or more of their children’s teachers.  Over half of respondents (53.6%) reported being 
satisfied or very satisfied with the school’s awareness of and responsiveness to adoption and the 
unique issues faced by their child and family (see Figure 24).  Slightly less than a third of parents 
(31.3%) reported that there were occasions when issues related to adoption emerged in the school 
and were poorly managed.  On the other hand, 39.7% of parents stated that school officials handled 
one or more adoptions issues in school in a positive manner.

Finally, parents were asked whether they were aware of experiences in which their children had 
ever been teased, taunted, or bullied in relation to adoption, race/ethnicity, or their parents’ sexual 
orientation.  Slightly more than a fifth of parents (21.1%) were aware of such experiences in relation 
to their child’s adoptive status, 27.4% in relation their child’s race/ethnicity, and 5.5% in relation to 
their parents’ sexual orientation.

UTILIZATION OF MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES

Over half of respondents (55.2%) reported that they have consulted with a mental health professional 
for one or more of their adopted children.  On the other hand, less than half of respondents were 
satisfied or very satisfied with the services received (49.4%) (see Figure 25) or believed that the 
mental health professionals understood adoption and the unique challenges faced by their children 
and family well or very well (48.1%) (see Figure 26).

Respondents were asked how they paid for mental health treatment.  They could choose one or more 
of the following options:  out of pocket, private insurance, Medicaid or other state subsidy programs, 
and other.  Slightly more than half (51.7%) stated that therapy was paid, at least in part, out of pocket; 
54% reported that private insurance covered at least part of treatment; 38.7% stated that treatment 
was paid for by Medicaid or another state subsidy program; and 8.6% indicated that therapy was paid 
by another source (e.g., extended family, part of school services).

For those families covered, at least in part, by insurance, 69.4% reported being satisfied with the 
percentage of costs paid by insurance, 65.2% were satisfied with the number of treatment sessions 
covered, 60% felt that the insurance provided access to competent mental health professionals, but 
only 39.3% were satisfied with their access to adoption competent professionals.
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Figure 24: Satisfaction with School’s Adoption Sensitivity
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Figure 25: Satisfaction with Family Mental Health Services
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Figure 26: Mental Health Professionals’ Understanding of Challenges
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ADOPTION CONSULTATION WITH PEDIATRICIANS &  PRIMARY CARE PHYSICIANS

Respondents were asked whether they had ever discussed issues related to adoption with their 
child’s pediatrician or primary care physician.  Over three-quarters of parents (77.5%) indicated 
that they had talked with the physician about adoption issues.  The vast majority (81.7%) believed 
that the physician understood adoption issues and the unique challenges confronting the family.  
A comparable percent (81.2%) were satisfied with the information and/or advice about adoption 
provided by the physician.
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Although not a nationally representative 
sample of adoptive families, the MAF 
dataset is large and the respondents live in 
geographically diverse areas. 
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 A brief comparison of the MAF sample with the demographic findings of the National Survey 

of Adoptive Parents, 2007 highlights the similarities and differences between these datasets 10. 

Compared with the NSAP, MAF parents are somewhat younger in age, more likely to be Caucasian, 

more likely to be married or living with a partner, better educated, less likely to be raising a child 

born to them or their partner, and more likely to be involved in a transracial adoption.  Seventeen 

percent of respondents reported their sexual orientation as being other than heterosexual; NSAP 

did not code for this variable.  The same percent of male and female children were found in both 

datasets, as well as roughly the same percent of Caucasian children.  NSAP contained a greater 

percent children adopted from a private, domestic agency and a smaller percent

adopted from another country compared to the MAF sample.

OPPORTUNITIES OFFERED BY THE MAF DATASET

The MAF project was initially conceived 
to examine similarities and differences 
in the experiences and needs of adoptive 
families as a function of parental sexual 
orientation. Key areas to be explored in 
future publications comparing lesbian, gay, 
and heterosexual adoptive families include:

(10)For purposes of this report, we have not broken down demographics of respondents and target children by type of adoption, as reported in NSAP.
Future publications will do so.  Given that demographic information was coded differently in these two surveys, not all relevant comparisons can be 
made (e.g., household income level, sexual orientation of respondent)
(11) Data taken from Vandivere, Malm, & Radel (2009).  Adoption U.S.A.:  A chartbook based on the 2007 National Survey of Adoptive Parents.  Washing-
ton, D.C.:  The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation.
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Adoption type
Child welfare adoptions, private, domestic adoptions, international adoptions; and characteristics of 
children adopted (age, race, gender, and pre-placement history)

Contact with birth family
Prior to or at the time of placement, following placement, and currently; nature and frequency of 
contact; plans for searching for those not in contact

Quality of pre-adoption preparation and post-adoption services
Post-adoption service and support utilization; current post-adoption service and support needs

Children’s educational and psychological outcome, as well as family relationships 

Racial socialization attitudes and beliefs
As well as racial socialization self-efficacy (for transracial adoptive families only)

Sexual orientation socialization attitudes and beliefs
As well as sexual orientation socialization self-efficacy (lesbian and gay adoptive families only)

Experiences with schools and teachers related to adoption

Involvement with mental health professionals
Including their sensitivity to adoption and the unique needs of the family; extent of coverage 
for mental health treatment by insurance; access to adoption competent professionals  
through insurance programs

Experiences with children’s pediatrician or primary care physician
In relation to adoption, including the physician’s sensitivity to adoption and the unique needs of the family

The MAF dataset also offers opportunities to explore similarities and differences in pre-adoption 
history, child characteristics, family characteristics and experiences, post-adoption service utilization 
and needs, and child outcomes related to:

Adoption placement source
Child welfare adoptions; private, domestic placements; intercountry adoptions

Inracial vs transracial adoption

Family structure
(Single parent vs two parent families; families with only adopted children vs those with both adopted 
and biological children)

Variations in adoption openness

(12) Percent of families in which the oldest adopted child (target for primary analyses) is a different race from both parents (or the single adoptive 
parent); in families with more than one adopted child, the transracial adoption rate is 67%
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Table 3: Comparison between NSAP  and MAF Datasets 11

NSAP MAF
Number of Respondents 1,782 1,616

Kinship/ Non- Kindship 
Adoptions

Both Non- Kinship Only

Parents Married or Partnered 71% 82%
Parents’ Race Caucasian 73% 90%

Parent’s Age < 40 14% 27%
Parent’s Age >= 40 and <50 36% 44%
Parent’s Age >=50 and <60 37% 25%

Parent’s Age >60 14% 4%
Parent’s Education More than 

High School
80% 98%

Sexual Orientation of Parents Unknown Known

Heterosexual
Lesbian

Gay
Bisexual

Other

83%
8%
7%
2%

<1%

Family Included only
Adopted Children

49% 71%

Age Range of Target Children 0 to 17 Years 0 to 29 Years

0 to 2 Years
3 to 4 Years
5 to 9 Years

10 to 12 Years
13 to 14 Years
15 to 17 Years

18 Years +

6%
9%

30%
19%
14%
23%
N/A

13%
13%
32%
15%

8%
9%

10%

Target Child Caucasian 37% 33%
Transracial Adoption 40% 57%12

Target Child Male 49% 49%
Target Child Adopted From

Public Child Welfare System
Private, Domestic Agency

Another Country

37%
38%
25%

32%
31%
37%
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Summary 

 We believe this large and unique dataset provides many opportunities for researchers 
to explore interesting and relevant empirical questions related to the adjustment 
and well-being of adopted children and their parents, and to better understand the 
emerging complexity of the modern adoptive family.  We envision that the data derived 
from this project will have important policy and practice implications, and we plan to 
explore these issues in subsequent publications on the DAI website.  Individuals who 
want more information about the project should contact the author.

We are especially excited to be introducing 
the Modern Adoptive Families Study to the
professional community. 
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Appendix A: State Residence of Responents

State Frequency Percent State Frequency Percent

AL 12   .8 AK  5   .3

AZ 17 1.1 AR 4  .3

CA 208 13.4 CO 26 1.7

CT 34 2.2 DC 9 .6

DE 14 .9 FL 39 2.5

GA 33 2.1 HI 11 .7

ID 5 .3 IL 55 3.5

IN 27 1.7 IA 15 1.0

KS 7 .5 KY 11 .7

LA 9 .6 ME 9 .6

MD 35 2.3 MA 67 4.3

MI 33 2.1 MN 121 7.8

MS 13 .8 MO 34 2.2

MT 6 .4 NE 2 .1

NV 3 .2 NH 9 .6

NJ 72 4.6 NM 6 .4

NY 83 5.4 NC 30 1.9

ND 2 .1 OH 52 3.4

OK 3 .2 OR 45 2.8

PA 106 6.8 RI 8 .5

SC 9 .6 SD 1 .1

TN 17 1.1 TX 34 2.2

UT 18 1.2 VT 10 .6

VA 44 2.8 WA 53 3.4

WV 3 .2 WI 35 2.3

WY 1 .1 Other 46 3.0
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Appendix B: Countries of Origin for Oldest Adopted Children
Country Frequency Percent

Armenia 1 .1

Belarus 2 .1

Brazil 1 .1

Bulgaria 6 .4

Cambodia 5 .3

Canada 1 .1

Chile 1 .1

China 141 8.7

Colombia 16 1.0

Democratic Republic of Congo 2 .1

El Salvador 1 .1

Ethiopia 54 3.3

Ghana 2 .1

Guatemala 82 5.1

Haiti 4 .2

Honduras 2 .1

Hungary 2 .1

India 22 1.4

Japan 1 .1

Kazakhstan 16 1.0

Latvia 3 2

Liberia 2 .1

Lithuania 1 .1

Marshall Islands 2 .1

Mexico 2 .1

Moldova 1 .1

Nepal 3 .2

Paraguay 4 .2

Peru 1 .1

Philippines 3 .2

Republic of Georgia 1 .1

Romania 5 .3

Russia 59 3.7

Samoa 1 .1

South Africa 2 .1

South Korea 74 4.6

Swaziland 1 .1

Taiwan 6 .4

Tanzania 2 .1

Thailand 5 .3

Uganda 1 .1

Ukraine 10 .6

United States 1013 62.7

Vietnam 25 1.5

Missing Data 27 1.7
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