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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
Roughly half of the pregnancies in the United States are unintended and many expectant parents 
encounter this crisis with little to no guidance (Simmonds & Likis, 2005; Singer, 2004). Options 
counseling, a practice that provides a safe outlet for expectant parents to explore their options 
regarding their pregnancy in a manner in which their opinions are valued and respected, is intended to 
address this lack of support (Simmonds ϧ [ƛƪƛǎΣ нллрΤ {ƛƴƎŜǊΣ нллпύΦ {ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ 
ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ to an individualized assessment and counseling process whereby women and men 
who are experiencing a crisis or unintended pregnancy are assisted in objectively evaluating their 
options (i.e., parenting the child, relinquishment of parental rights to the child for adoption, termination 
of the pregnancy, as well as other options such as temporary foster care or placement with relatives) 
(Madden, Ryan, Aguiniga, & Crawford, 2016). To date, little content has been written about options 
counseling (i.e. what it is or what it entails); thus, the practice is often misunderstood and can be 
inconsistently or ineffectively applied. 

Research on options counseling is limited; however, retrospective research with first/birth parents 
suggests that expectant parents are not always provided with clear information about their options or 
supportive resources that may be available to them (Madden et al., 2016; McAdoo, 1992; Wiley & 
Baden, 2005). Additionally, some researchers have noted that expectant parents considering their 
options often face subtle coercion or intimidation from people in their lives, including partners or 
spouses, family members, and friends (Ellison, 2003; Madden et al., 2016). There is also some evidence 
to suggest that some adoption agencies and other professionals who serve expectant parents place 
unnecessary pressure (intentionally or unintentionally) on parents during the decision-making process 
(Baden, Gibbons, Wilson, & McGinnis, 2013; Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2007; Ellison, 2003; Madden 
et al., 2016). 

Currently, little guidance is available to adoption practitioners regarding the issue of options counseling; 
however, proponents of options counseling note that it is essential that adoption professionals who 
counsel expectant parents be fully aware of their own values regarding crisis pregnancies and the 
various options available to expectant parents (Simmonds & Likis, 2005; Singer, 2004). Knowledge and 
self-awareness of biases are essential, as expectant parents seeking counseling services about their 
options must be assured that the professional will not judge the complex and complicated feelings that 
many expectant parents experience during the decision-making process. For options counseling to 
remain free of bias and coercion, professionals must be aware of, but distance themselves from, their 
personal values when counseling clients (Donaldson Adoption Institute 2016; Simmonds & Likis, 2005; 
Singer, 2004). This helps ensure that expectant parents have the autonomy necessary to freely decide 
for themselves what the best course of action will be for them and their child. Ultimately, practice in this 
area should not lead any expecting parent to one particular outcome; rather services should be geared 
towards supporting parents in making decisions that are fully informed and represent their choice for 
what they believe to be the best solution for themselves and especially for their child. 

Adoption professionals who counsel expectant parents should make every effort to provide information 
that is accurate and free of ambiguity so that the parents can make a sound and informed decision 
(Madden et al., 2016; Singer, 2004). Client self-determination, competence in providing relevant 
information to clients, and respect towards clients are essential components to the provision of options 
counseling. In addition, those who provide counseling services should work to establish rapport with 
expectant parents through the use of neutral and unbiased language, as well as by asking open-ended 
questions that allow expectant parents to thoughtfully examine and explore any concerns or 
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ambivalence they may be feeling about their pregnancy and about the different options available to 
them (Johnson & Faase, 2012; Samuels, 2005; Singer, 2004). Simmonds and Likis (2005) note that 
adoption professionals should listen to expectant parents and consistently check in with them regarding 
any changes in feelings that he or she may be having regarding the pregnancy or their decision. To aid in 
this, it is important to understand and acknowledge that options counseling is an ongoing process that 
extends throughout the pregnancy and even after the child is born, rather than a one-time event or 
decision. Approaching expectant parents in this way allows adoption professionals to present options in 
an unbiased and open manner that will ultimately aid expectant parents in making an informed choice 
for themselves and their child. 

Finally, given the changing landscape of adoption in the United States, professionals who provide 
options counseling services must continually remain aware of current laws relevant to the rights of 
expectant parents (Simmonds & Likis; 2005; Singer, 2004).  It is also paramount that professionals 
maintain knowledge of the myriad options available to individuals who are experiencing an unintended 
pregnancy and the ability to accurately and comprehensively review and evaluate all relevant options 
with expectant parents. This will ensure that professionals are able to provide accurate and timely 
information to expectant parents that will enable them to better weigh the pros and cons of each option 
(Johnson & Faase, 2012; Simmonds & Likis, 2005; Singer, 2004). 
 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
 
Despite the ethical and best-practice implications of ensuring bias-free options counseling, the service 
has yet to be mandated by law in most states (Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2007; U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 2013). Furthermore, to date, no research has been conducted to determine 
the frequency or manner with which adoption agencies and other adoption practitioners provide 
expectant parents with information about their full range of options. The Donaldson Adoption Institute 
(DAI) firǎǘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƛƴ ƛǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ нллт ǊŜǇƻǊǘ άSafeguarding the Rights and Well-Being of 
Birthparents in the Adoption ProcessέΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΣ άLƴ reality, we do not know the extent to 
which all options are presented to women seeking counseling for unplanned pregnancies or in what 
ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘǿƻ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎέ 
(p. 29). To gain a fuller understanding of the context in which options are presented and discussed with 
expectant parents facing a crisis pregnancy, the Institute partnered with The University of Texas at 
Arlington to conduct the first significant study on the subject. 

The multidimensional nature of the topic necessitated a robust methodology inclusive of the 
experiences of women and men who have placed a child for adoption, as well as the experiences of 
professionals in the field of adoption who counsel expectant parents. Because this study sought to learn 
more about an area that has been little studied, a mixed-method approach was utilized to address the 
questions posed in this study. By relying on multiple perspectives and using different approaches for 
collecting data, we enhanced the design of the study with the goal of developing a comprehensive 
understanding of the issue. As such, the study was designed to include two distinct phases: 

Phase I: The first phase of this study includes two online surveys: 1) a survey of first/birth parents and 2) 
a survey of adoption professionals. This phase of the study was specifically designed to explore the type 
and nature of information provided to expectant parents who are considering making an adoption plan 
for their child. Women who had relinquished a child for adoption in the United States during the last 25 

http://www.adoptioninstitute.org/old/publications/2006_11_Birthparent_Study_All.pdf
http://www.adoptioninstitute.org/old/publications/2006_11_Birthparent_Study_All.pdf
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years (after 1989) were invited to participate in the survey of first/birth parents.1 In addition, 
professionals in the field of adoption who provide counseling and/or direct-services to expectant 
parents were invited to participate in a separate survey targeting adoption professionals. 

 
Phase II: The second phase of this study was designed to explore in greater depth the overall context in 
which options are discussed with expectant parents, the language used to refer to parents experiencing 
a crisis or unplanned pregnancy who are seeking options counseling, as well as advice that first/birth 
parents and adoption professionals have for expectant and first/birth parents. To explore the context in 
which options are discussed with expectant parents, a subsample of first/birth parents and adoption 
professionals who participated in Phase I of the study were invited to participate in in-depth qualitative 
interviews. 

THE CURRENT REPORT 
 
The analysis presented in this report is a continuation of the work released by the Donaldson Adoption 
Institute and the University of Texas at Arlington in November 2016Σ άUnderstanding Options Counseling 
Experiences in Adoption: A Quantitative Analysis of First/Birth Parents and Professionals.έ The current 
report, Phase II of the mixed-methods study described above, presents the findings of a qualitative 
analysis of first/birth mother experiences with options counseling, as well as adoption professionals who 
work with expectant parents. The analysis presented in this report is based on individual interviews that 
were conducted earlier this year with first/birth parents (n=28) and adoption professionals (n=20). The 
interviews were designed to explore in greater depth the overall context in which options are discussed 
with expectant parents, the language used to refer to parents, as well as advice that first/birth parents 
and adoption professionals may have for expectant parents seeking information about adoption and 
other available options. A subsample of first/birth parents and adoption professionals who participated 
in Phase I of the study were invited to participate in in-depth qualitative interviews with the researchers 
for this purpose. 
 
All identifying information, as well as some contextual references, have been removed from quotes 
presented in this report to protect the participantsΩ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅΦ 5ǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ŀƴ 
application for Human Participant Protections was filed and approved with the University of Texas at 
Arlington Institutional Review Board (IRB) before recruitment or data collection efforts were 
undertaken. 
 
It should also ōŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŦƛǊǎǘκōƛǊǘƘέ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƻǊ Ƴƻther is used to refer to mothers who have 
relinquished their parental rights to their child for adoption. Iƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘέ parent or 
mother is used to identify mothers who are pregnant and weighing the options available to them and 
their child. ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŦƛǊǎǘκōƛǊǘƘέ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƻǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 
because the study surveyed first/birth mothersτwomen who had voluntarily relinquished parental 
rights to an infant for adoption in the United States during the last 25 years.  

                                                        
1
  First/birth fathers who had relinquished a child for adoption in the United States during the last 25 years (after 1989) were 

also invited to participate in the survey of first/birth parents; however, only six first/birth fathers responded to the survey. 
While the contribution of first/birth fathers to this study was not inconsequential, the comparatively low number of 
responses from first/birth fathers (n=6) posed significant analytical challenges and prohibited us from drawing meaningful 
conclusions about their experiences. 

https://www.adoptioninstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Understanding-Options-Counseling-Experiences-in-Adoption-Phase-One-Report.pdf
https://www.adoptioninstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Understanding-Options-Counseling-Experiences-in-Adoption-Phase-One-Report.pdf
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PART I: INTERVIEWS WITH FIRST/BIRTH PARENTS 
 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Recruitment and Data Collection 
 
Participants who completed the survey of first/birth parents were given the opportunity to provide 
information at the end of the Phase I survey (i.e., first name and contact information) so that they might 
be contacted later to participate in a semi-structured interview with us regarding their experiences. 
Parents who indicated a willingness to participate in an individual interview through the survey, and 
who provided valid contact information, were eligible for this portion of the study. To ensure that 
findings of this portion of the study were balanced and unbiased, we attempted to identify first/birth 
parents who experienced differing decision-making experiences (i.e., positive and negative). Additionally, 
we also sought a diverse sample representative of different race/ethnicities. As a result of this process, a 
total of 30 first/birth parents were invited to participate in a telephone interview with a member of the 
research team. Interviews were conducted between February and May 2016. The final number of 
participants was determined based on saturation of the data. Data is considered saturated when no new 
information emerges from the interviews (Creswell, 2013). 
 
Interviews with participants were conducted via telephone. While telephone interviews do not offer the 
Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŎǳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ 
it allowed us to include participants from different geographical areas. Interview length varied based on 
ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ of his or her experiences; however, the interviews generally 
ranged from 45 minutes to 1.25 hours to complete. Appointments were scheduled with first/birth 
parents to ensure the interviews were scheduled at a time that was convenient and when they could 
speak candidly about their experiences. 

Instrumentation 
 
An in-depth, semi-structured interview schedule was used to guide the interview process (See Appendix 
I). The interview schedule contained 14 core questions; however, additional probing questions were 
ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŎƭŀǊƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΦ vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ 
structured in this fashion to allow information to be gathered in a uniform manner, while also allowing 
participants the opportunity to express themselves fully. Topics addressed in the interviews included 
questions about the circumstances in their life at the time of their pregnancy; whom they reached out to 
for support; their immediate thoughts regarding their choices/options; circumstances surrounding when 
they first considered adoption; their feelings about their decision to look into adoption; their experience 
with reaching out to find out more about adoption; the primary deciding factor in their decision to 
relinquish their rights to their child; whether they believe they made a well-informed decision; ways that 
their life has changed since the relinquishment; whether they would make a different choice; advice for 
adoption professionals who are counseling expectant parents; and advice for expectant parents who are 
considering adoption. 
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Data Analysis 
 
Thirty (N=30) first/birth parents participated in an interview for this study; however, two were removed 
from the current analysis, as they identified as first/birth fathers (n=28). First/birth fathers were 
removed from the analysis, as the low number of responses from males posed significant analytical 
challenges and prohibited us from drawing meaningful conclusions about the similarity or differences of 
their experiences to first/birth mothers. 
 
The primary data source for this study included transcripts from the recorded telephone interviews with 
first/birth mothers. Demographic information regarding the participants was compiled by examining 
their responses to the survey each completed during Phase I of the study. Data analysis was conducted 
using Atlas.ti qualitative software and completed concurrently during the final stages of data collection 
for the purpose of identifying emerging themes that may require additional exploration. A conventional 
content analysis approach (Miles and Huberman 1994; Patton 2002) was used to guide the analysis of 
the 28 transcripts examined for this study. Hsieh & Shannon (2005), note that content analysis is 
appropriate to use when the aim of this study is to describe a phenomenon and when existing research 
or theory on the topic is limited. Transcripts were first reviewed by a member of the research team for 
overall accuracy and completeness. Transcripts were then reviewed and independently coded by two 
research team members, using an iterative coding process until core themes were identified. 
 
Member checking and peer debriefing were used to establish trustworthiness of the findings. Member 
checking took place by presenting the themes that emerged from the study to two first/birth parents to 
ascertain whether the identified themes reflected their experience with the issue. The concepts and 
categories that emerged from the study were also presented to the Donaldson Adoption Institute Lynn 
Franklin Fund Advisory Board. The Advisory Board is a mixture of first/birth mothers and adoption 
professionals. Peer debriefing took place by discussing our interpretation of data with two other 
researchers, each of whom have expertise in the areas of adoption research and qualitative methods. 
 

SAMPLE 
 

Demographic Characteristics of Interview Participants 
 
Respondents in the sample for this analysis were all female (n=28, 100%). As shown in Table 1, first/birth 
mothers ranged in age from 19 to 52 years (M=32.7, SD=8.82). The vast majority of first/birth mothers 
relinquished parental rights to one child; however, a small proportion of mothers reported relinquishing 
parental rights to more than one child. Mothers reported parenting between 0 and 3 children (M= 0.86, 
SD=1.18). Respondents (n=16, 57.1%) overwhelmingly self-identified as Caucasian/White; the next 
largest group was Hispanic/Latina (n=6, 21.4%), followed by Biracial/Biethnic (n=4, 14.3%). The smallest 
ǊŀŎƛŀƭκŜǘƘƴƛŎ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ǿŀǎ ά.ƭŀŎƪκ!ŦǊƛŎŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴέ (n=2, 7.1%). In general, mothers in this sample 
were highly educated, with the majority (n=15, 53.6%) reporting having attended at least some college. 
Half of respondents (n=14, 50%) were employed full time while the remaining mothers reported either 
staying at home as caretakers (n=4, 14.3%), working part-time (n=4, 14.3%), looking for employment 
όƴҐнΣ тΦм҈ύΣ ƻǊ άƻǘƘŜǊέ όƴҐпΣ мпΦо҈ύΦ wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƻƳŜΣ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŜ ŦƻǳǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ 
reported an annual income of less than $20,000 (n=6, 22.2%). Half of the mothers (n=14, 50%) reported 
annual incomes between $20,000 and $79,999. A significant majority of mothers (n=19; 71.4%) reported 
that they were either married (n=9, 32.1%) or living with a partner (n=11, 39.3%). Finally, mothers 
resided in a total of 17 different states. 
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Table 1 First/Birth Mother Demographics at Time of Study (n=28)2
 

Variable Mean SD 
Age at Time of Survey (Years) (range 19.26-52.40 years) 32.73 8.82 

Number of Individuals in Household (range 1-5) 2.68 1.34 
Number of Children Relinquished for Adoption (range 1-2) 1.04 0.19 
Number of Children Parented (range 0-3) 0.86 1.18 

Variable Frequency Percent 

Race Ethnicity    
African American/Black  2 7.1 
Biracial/Biethnic  4 14.3 

Caucasian/White (non-Hispanic) 16 57.1 
Hispanic/Latina 6 21.4 

Education 
Less than high-school 

 
0 

 
0.0 

High-school graduate or GED 1 3.6 
Some vocational/technical training (after high school) 0 0.0 
Completed vocational/technical training (after high school) 0 0.0 
Some college/A.A. degree 15 53.6 
/ƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ 5 17.9 
{ƻƳŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ŀ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ 2 7.1 
/ƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ 1 3.6 
{ƻƳŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ŀ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ 2 7.1 
Completed doctoral degree or other professional degree (e.g., Ph.D., DDS, 
JD, MD, etc.) 

2 7.1 

Employment Status   
Employed full-time 14 50.0 
Employed part-time 4 14.3 
Stay at home parent 4 14.3 
Unemployed, but looking 2 7.1 
Other 4 14.3 

Annual Household Income
a
    

Less than $20,000 6 22.2 
$20,000--$29,999 4 14.8 
$30,000--$39,999 3 11.1 
$40,000--$49,999 1 3.7 
$50,000--$59,999 0 0.0 
$60,000--$69,999 3 11.1 
$70,000--$79,999 3 11.1 
$80,000--$89,999 0 0.0 
$90,000--$99,999 2 7.4 
$100,000--$109,999 0 0.0 
$110,000--$119,999 1 3.7 
$120,000 or more 4 14.8 

Relationship Status   
Single 8 28.6 
Living with partner 11 39.3 
Married 9 32.1 

Note. Percentages may not add to 100.0% due to rounding; 
a
 n=27 

 

 
 
 
 

                                                        
2
   All demographic characteristics of interview participants were compiled using survey data collected during Phase I. 
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Slightly more than a third of the sample (n=11, 39.3%) self-identified as Christian. Nearly as many said 
they were Agnostic (n=6, 21.4) or Atheist (n=4, 14.3%). The remaining participants identified as non-
ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎκǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ όƴҐнΣ тΦм҈ύΣ άƴƻǘ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƭŜέ όƴҐмΣ оΦс҈ύΣ ƻǊ άƻǘƘŜǊέ όƴҐпΣ мпΦо҈ύΦ ¢Ŝƴ first/birth  
όорΦт҈ύ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜȅ άǾŜǊȅ ƻŦǘŜƴέ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ǘƻ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎŜǾŜƴ όнрΦл҈ύ 
never did and 6 (21.4%) rarely did. Half (n=14, 50%) reported they were inactive in their 
religious/spiritual practices and only one (3.6%) indicated she was very or extremely active. The 
remaining mothers ǎǇƭƛǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άƴƻǘ ǾŜǊȅ ŀŎǘƛǾŜέ όƴҐтΣ нр҈ύ ŀƴŘ άǾŜǊȅ ŀŎǘƛǾŜέ όƴҐсΣ нмΦп҈ύ ό{ŜŜ Table 
2.) 

 
Table 2 CƛǊǎǘκ.ƛǊǘƘ aƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ .ŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ !Ŏǘƛƻƴǎ wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ όƴҐнуύ3 

Variable Frequency Percent 

Religion    
Agnostic 6 21.4 
Atheist 4 14.3 
Christian 11 39.3 
Jewish 0 0.0 
Non-specific/Spiritual 2 7.1 
Not applicable 1 3.6 

Other 4 14.3 
Reliance on beliefs to guide daily decisions and/or values   
Never 7 25.0 
Rarely 6 21.4 
Sometimes 5 17.9 
Very Often 10 35.7 
Always 0 0.0 

Active in religious/spiritual practices   
Inactive 14 50.0 
Not very active 7 25.0 
Very active 6 21.4 
Extremely active 1 3.6 

Note. Percentages may not add to 100.0% due to rounding 
 

FINDINGS 
 

Social Stigma 
 
A prevailing theme among first/birth mothers centered around the social stigma and associated 
emotional responses stemming from their pregnancy. A common fear of being judged permeated many 
of the responses. One mother stated άtŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛƪŜΣ Ω{ƘŜΩǎ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƧǳƴƪƛŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ 
ǿƘƻǊŜΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ ƘƻƻƪŜǊΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΦΩ LΩƳ ƭƛƪŜΣ ΨbƻΣ LΩƳ ƴƻǘΗΩέ Another mother expressed her 
feelings of shame stemming from her beliefs about how people would respond to her pregnancy, rather 
than her own feeƭƛƴƎǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅΤ ά{ƘŀƳŜΦ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘτƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ 
like me being pregnant. It was what others would think of me. I did not wantτȅŜŀƘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ 
ƛǘ ǿŀǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƘŀƳŜΦέ 
 
For some of the first/birth mothers, social stigma was affiliated with their religious beliefs. The focus of 
the stigma manifested in two distinct ways. The first was the stigma caused by having premarital sexual 
relations, a fact that was difficult to conceal in light of their pregnancies. As one mother expressed: 

                                                        
3
 All demographic characteristics of interview participants were compiled using survey data collected during Phase I.  
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L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ƻǊ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ōŀōȅΣ ōǳǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ 
social stigmaτƭƛƪŜ L ǎŀƛŘΣ L ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩŘ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƻŦŦ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ 
to lost your virtueτyour virginity, type of thing, and that if you do lose your virginity or have sex outside 
ƻŦ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƛƴΣ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ƳǳǊŘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƳǳǊŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǎŜȄ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ 
marriage. Murder, sex.  

 
A second source of religious-based social stigma 
focused on women as single parents. One first/birth 
ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘΣ άƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ 
ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ŀƴ ŀōǳǎƛǾŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŘŜǇǊƛǾƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΦέ For these 
first/birth mothers, the stigma they experienced was 
compounded by the fact that it was not from strangers, 
or other entities that could be ignored. Rather, these 
mothers believed that the stigma they experienced was 
imposed by an entity that otherwise should have been 
a natural support for themτtheir faith. 
 
Many first/mothers alluded to feelings of isolation. For these mothers, the stigma they experienced 
contributed to their feelings of emotional isolation. As one mother shared, άL ŦŜƭǘ ǾŜǊȅ ǎŀŘΣ ŀǎƘŀƳŜŘΣ 
guilty. I was very depressed. I was very sad. No one really understood how much pain I was in even from 
Ƨǳǎǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘΦέ Many mothers experienced isolation, not just 
as an emotional response to social stigma, but also as self-imposed physical isolation to escape 
ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ ά¢ƘŜƴ L ƳƻǾŜŘ ōŀŎƪ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ 
school online...L ƘƛŘ ƛǘΦ L ƘƛŘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦ So, my community, the people 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƳŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΦέ 
 

Outside Influence 
 
First/birth mothers frequently experienced an outside force or influence (i.e., person or circumstance) 
exerting pressure as they made a decision about their pregnancy. Many of the mothers were made to 
feel that their wishes did not matter; as one shared, άL ƳŜŀƴ, I wish the agency had maybe had, like, a 
ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘΣ ΨIŜȅΣ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴƴŀ ŘƻΚΩ !ǎƪ ƳŜ ǿƘŀǘ L ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǿŀƴƴŀ Řƻ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ƳƻƳ 
ǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΦέ It was not uncommon for family members of the mothers to express their 
wishes regarding the pregnancy. One mother reported ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǇǳǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 
ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ŀƴ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΦέ Similarly, another mother indicated άaȅ 
older sister would constantly be telling me what her opiƴƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŘƻΦέ 
 
Several first/birth mothers discussed the influence of the adoption professionals working their case 
and/or the prospective adoptive parents on their decision-making process. Pressure from these 
ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
child because of the impact it would have on the prospective adoptive parents. For some of the women, 
the guilt that mothers felt about the possibility of disappointing or hurting ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ 
adoptive family had a significant impact on their decision. One mother indicated that the pressure was 
the determining factor in her decision to follow through with the relinquishment. This mother noted, 
ά5ŜŎƛŘƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊΚ tǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ǘƘŜ Ǝǳƛƭǘ ƻŦ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦέ Another mother shared a similar sentiment about pressure that she experienced from 
the prospective adoptive parents; ά9ǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ L ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻǳōǘƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƭƛƪŜ 
ΨǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ŘƻΚ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ǎŀȅ ƴƻΚ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ǎŀȅ ƴƻΦΩέ 

άLǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǘ 
the time did what was best for 
them and pushed me to the side 
and made it feel like it was best 
for me. Then they all went on with 
their lives happily and I got left 
ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŀƎΦέ  

ςfirst/birth mother 
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Not all first/birth mothers felt outside influences impacted their decision-making. One mother talked 
about how she maintained a clear decision regarding her pregnancy from the beginning; άL ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ L 
had choices but my immediate choice was adoption. I never thought about going the other two routes. It 
just wasn't for me at that time becŀǳǎŜ L ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ȅƻǳƴƎΦέ Another mother shared how she was both 
ǳƴǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ŀƎŜ, but also cognizant of the fact 
that she needed information to help her make a decision. This mother reported that she sought out 
information about adoption and other options on her own, utilizing technology to explore her options 
rather than people around her: 
 
L ǘƘƛƴƪ ōŀŎƪ ǘƘŜƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘΣ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ƻǊ ŎƻŜǊŎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L 
was smart enough. I had the internet. I was Googling my situation to know that if that happened, I could 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǊŜƎǊŜǘΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘΦ 

 

Financial Stability 
 
It was common for first/birth mothers to express concern about their lack of financial stability during 
their pregnancy. Financial concerns were a major reason why many mothers first considered, and then 
ultimately elected, adoption. One mother shared, άaȅ ǊŜŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǿŀǎ L Ŏŀƴ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ƳŀƪŜ 
bills now. The electric was on. Renǘ ǿŀǎ ǇŀƛŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴϥǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƭŜŦǘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀŦǘŜǊǿŀǊŘǎΧaȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ōȅ 
ŦŀǊ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ƳƻƴŜȅΦέ  

 
In addition to concerns about their immediate finances 
and cost of living, many first/birth mothers also exhibited 
awareness of the long-term costs of raising a child and 
their inability to meet those costs at a level that they 
found acceptable. As one mother shared, άL ƪƴŜǿ L 
coǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜΦ L ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 
ǿƘŀǘ L ŎƻǳƭŘ Řƻ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳΦέ 
 

A smaller number of the first/birth mothers indicated that finances played no role in their decision-
making process. One mother explained, άL ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƧƻōΦ L ǿŀǎ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΣ ŀnd my parents fully 
ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƳŜΦ aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƻƻƪ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΦέ For another, the mother indicated that she άŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ 
knew how to manage my money as far as being pregnant and managing through that as one of the 
strugglesτfinancially, physically, emotionallyτŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΦέ These women, whether because 
of family support or their own financial self-sufficiency, were able to make decisions regarding adoption 
ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎΣ financial health and/or future. 
 

Social and Emotional Support 
 
Many first/birth mothers experienced a lack of social and emotional support during and after the 
pregnancy and later, after the adoption was consummated. A particularly painful way this lack of 
support manifested was when people in their lives avoided talking about their pregnancy. Several 
mothers discussed how people in their lives who had previously been supportive, grew distant and 
unwilling to help them explore their options upon discovering their pregnancy. One mother stated: 
 
I didn't have any emotional support. Nobody was supportive. There were people that were there around 
me, but nobody was being supportive. Nobody really talked about it or really knew what to say or what 
to do. I didn't really have any, and [the birth father] is so passive. He wasn't present. 

άL ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ǇƻƻǊΣ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜΣ 
"I'm not bringing anybody into 
this. I wouldn't wish this upon 
anybody."  

ςfirst/birth mother 



 15 

Many of the women discussed the pain and feelings of betrayal that they experienced when family 
membersτand their parents in particularτavoided discussions about their pregnancy and withheld 
emotional and/or financial support. One mother shared, άL ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΦ 
{ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦέ Another mother expressed, ά¢ƘŜȅ [parents] avoided me for a while after I 
ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƳ L ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜΦέ 
 
For some first/birth mothers, the lack of readily available support was most apparent post-
relinquishment. One mother stated, άL ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳǳŎƘ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊΦ L ŘƛŘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ 
ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ōǳǘ L ǿƛǎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƻǳƭŘΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƳƻǊŜΦέ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀƴ ŜǾŜƴ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ 
support post-relinquishment when she shared, άLǘ ǿŀǎ ƭŜŦǘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ƘŜŀƭ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘΦέ 
 
In contrast, some first/birth mothers had an emotional and social support system available to them. For 
these women, the support they received provided an opportunity to explore their feelings about the 
pregnancy and the options available to them. This support came from family, partners, friends, and, for 
one woman, her work colleagues. One mother talked about the support she received from the birth 
father that helped her reconsider her decision to get an abortion: 
 
My high school boyfriend, I told him, and he cameτhe actually had a test the next day, and he came all 
the way to where I was in college. He came and picked me up and just to see what I was feeling, if I 
actually wanted to do thatτwhat I told him that we were gonna do [abortion]. He told me I could do it, I 
could actually do adoption, and he could tell that I was not very happy with the choice that I was thinking 
about making. 
 
However, even among first/birth mothers who had support available, several noted that these supports 
were often limited or fragmented. While these mothers may have received support from some 
individuals in their lives, the mothers noted that there were other people they were close to in their 
lives who withheld support. This dichotomy was 
shared by one mother; άL ŘƛŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 
members that were very supportive. I had a couple 
cousins that were very helpful and a couple 
stepsisters. My parents were extraordinarily not 
ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜΦ IƻǎǘƛƭŜΣ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƛƳŜΦέ 
This experience was mirrored by another mother 
who stated:  
 
My mom was my number one, my number one. She gave me the exact amount of support I needed in 
every way that I needed, my mom did. Now my dad, on the othŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜΧ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
feel like he gave me enough emotional support that I needed. 
 

Experience with Adoption Professionals 
 
One of the more prominent points of discussion for the first/birth mothers in this study centered around 
their experiences with adoption professionals during the decision-making and relinquishment process. 
Among mothers who shared a positive experience, the common element appeared to be adoption 
professionals who were forthright about their options and the potential consequences of a decision to 
place their child for adoption. These mothers felt respected throughout the process and that the 
professional was taking their best interests into account. One mother shared: 
 

άbƻōƻŘȅ ŜǾŜǊ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƳŜ ǿƘŀǘ L 
wanted to do. Nobody through the 
ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦέ 

ςfirst/birth mother 
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I trusted that he respected my boundaries and that he was there to help me make the decision that I 
wanted to make, not that he was there to make me make a decision that he thought was best or that 
someone else thought was best. I trusted that he was going to provide me with all the information that I 
needed to make an educated decision that I would feel good about. 

 
Furthermore, first/birth mothers who worked with adoption professionals who themselves were 
members of the adoption triad reported experiencing open communication with their professional that 
addressed potential repercussions that they might experience in a frank and straight-forward manner. 
hƴŜ ŦƛǊǎǘκōƛǊǘƘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŀ ōƛǊǘƘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǎƘŜ άfelt it [adoption and 
its repercussions] was very transparentέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊ άŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǳƎŀǊ Ŏƻŀǘ ƛǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦέ Another 
shared: 
 
The counselor that I had there was also an adoptive mom herself. She was both a natural mother, as well 
as an adoptive mom, and I felt that she was very good in what she did. She was very clear about how 
hard it is and how hard it would be. She gave me lots of activities to do, lots of journaling to do, lots of 
tools that worked out to help me really look at the long-term effects of the choice or the consequences of 
the choice. 

 
A second subset of first/birth mothers reported experiences with adoption professionals that could be 
viewed by some as neglectful. These mothers reported experiencing minimal contact with their 
adoption professional throughout the process, and little to no effort on the part of the professional to 
respond to their questions or inquire about their emotional and mental well-being. This type of 
experience with adoption professionals can be summed up by one mother who stated: 
 
There wasƴΩǘ ǇŀǇŜǊǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ, like, no requirement for, άOkay, we have 
to explain X, Y, Z to you.έ It was basically, άhƪŀȅΣ ǿŜƭƭΣ ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƭƛŦŜ ōƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƭƭ ǳǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ 
the baby.έ That was kind of the extent of my experience with the agency. 

 
A third type of experience with adoption professionals was mentioned by several first/birth mothers. 
Unlike the first two experiences discussed, this third type of experience discussed by several of the 
mothers shared unacceptable interactions by professionals that could be interpreted by some as subtle 
abuse and coercion. In these experiences, mothers reported feeling that their adoption professional(s) 
were biased towards the interests of prospective adoptive parents and that the professionals did little to 
protect and inform them of their rights and options. One mother shared that counselors at the agency 
with whom she worked were άƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǇǳǎƘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ 
ƛǘΦέ More overtly, another mother reported feeling, άL ǿŀǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ L ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ 
Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅΦέ Some mothers reported feeling as if they were merely a step in the 
process of helping the agency fulfil the desires of adoptive parents. Additionally, some adoption 
professionals were unable or unwilling to help them with post-relinquishment issues that emerged after 
the adoption. As one mother shared: 

 
They [the adoptive parents and agency] pretty much have gotten what they wanted from me, and they 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ƳŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǘŜȄǘŜŘ ƳŜ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ 
ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǿŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦ ¸ŜŀƘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜΦ 
 

Shifting Relationships 
 
As might be expected, it was common for first/birth mothers who had partners to experience shifts in 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΦ YŜȅ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ 
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the pregnancy, rather than to a particular decision by the mothers to seek an adoptive placement for 
the child. hƴŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜǊ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƴ ŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΤ άHe broke up with 
ƳŜ ƻƴ Wǳƭȅ пǘƘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŘǊƛǾŜǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ƘŀƴŘƭŜΦ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŜǾŜǊ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ƘƛƳΦέ A similar experience was had by a mother whose boyfriend left her soon after 
learning of the pregnancy. She stated, άL ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ŜƴŘŜŘ ǳǇ ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ 
up with me about thrŜŜ ǿŜŜƪǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ƻǳǘΦέ 
 
Pregnancy and the subsequent relinquishment of their righǘǎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŜƴŘ ŀƭƭ ŦƛǊǎǘκōƛǊǘƘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ 
relationships. Rather, some mothers shared that they continue to be in long-term relationships with 
their partners from that period in their life. One mother noted, άWe are actually still togetherτit will be 
13 years ǿŜΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƴƻǿΦέ 
 

Signing the Paperwork 

The time that first/birth mothers had to make a final decision about the relinquishment of her rights to 
her child for adoption, including the signing of all the legal paperwork, was a central concern for many of 
the participants. While they signed the relinquishment paperwork, for many, subsequent reflection on 
their experience elicited questions for them about their privacy and the timing of requests by 
professionals for them to sign relinquishment papers. One mother expressed anger about the presence 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǘƛƳŜŦǊŀƳŜ ŀƭƭƻǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ 
before she was asked to sign the relinquishment papers: 
 
Immediately when the baby was born, the agency came over, the adoptive parents came over, and I just 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘΦ LǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭΦ LǘΩǎ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 
ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōƛƎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΧ ƛƴ ώƳȅ ǎǘŀǘŜϐΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŜ 
adoption papeǊǎ нп ƘƻǳǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛǎ ōƻǊƴΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ƭŀǿ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜΦ LǘΩǎ ǎƻ 
inhumane. I just think that the whole thing should be kept to a few weeks after the hospital. Let yourself 
recover, and then you can go to court and give your child uǇ ƛŦ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴƴŀ ŘƻΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘΩǾŜ 
ǎǘŀȅŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ LǘΩǎ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ 

 
¢Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜŎƘƻŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƘƻ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
paperwork to be physically signed at the hospital, and the short timeframe (in her case, 12 hours) 
required before papers could be signed. The mother explained, ά¢ƘŜȅ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛǘΣ 
ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭΣ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦέ 
 
Even among first/birth mothers who had longer waiting periods for relinquishment, some discussed the 
need to ensure longer relinquishment waiting periods were available to all birth parents. One mother, 
who had a 21-day waiting period before she was able to sign the final adoption paperwork, expressed 
her thoughts about the importance of a longer waiting period: 
 
L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΦ LΩƳ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ǎǳǊŜ LΩǾŜ ǊŜŀŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
can sign over their parental rights the day of birth or the day after or within one week. I think there 

άLǘ ǿŀǎ ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜΦ L Ŏŀƴ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿȅŜǊ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǳǇ ƛƴ Ƴȅ 
ǊƻƻƳ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŀ ƘŀȊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ōƛǊǘƘΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ L ǿƻǳƭŘΩǾŜ 
ǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇŀǇŜǊǎΦ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƛƳŜΦέ 

ςfirst/birth mother 
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needs to be a period of time for both the birthfather and birthmother to really sit with it and think about 
ƛǘΧ 

 

Assurance of Decision 
 
For a small number of the first/birth mothers, their decision to relinquish their rights to their child for 
adoption was made with an unwavering sense of assurance that this was the best option for them. For 
many of these mothers, confidence in their placement decision came from a desire to have control over 
their lives. As one mother shared, άLΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƭŀŘ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ L Řƻ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 
the choices that I make and direct my life in the way I want it to go.έ These sentiments were echoed by 
another mother who discussed the desire for a different life than those she was seeing around her. The 
ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ άL Ƨǳǎǘ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ L ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ϥŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ 
rest of my family.έ Being certain did not mean that these mothers did not experience repercussions 
about placing their child for adoption. Rather, it meant that they accepted the repercussions and had 
made peace with their decision. As one shared, άI felt pretty informed aboutτI knew what my decision 
meant. I knew what I was doing. I knew what it was gonna be like afterwards.έ 
 

Repercussions of the Decision to Place 
 
A deep and abiding sense of regret was felt by many of the first/birth mothers in the days, months, and 
years following their decision to relinquish their rights to their child for adoption. One mother shared, άL 
reƎǊŜǘǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ LΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƳƛǎǎŜŘ ƘƛƳΦ LΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘƛƳΦέ The 
enduring and widespread nature of the pain felt by some following relinquishment was apparent in 
ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƭŜŦǘ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ children and my entire family system 
ǘǊŀǳƳŀǘƛȊŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǝǳƛƭǘ ƻǾŜǊ нл ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘ ǘƘƛǎΦ L ǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǿƻǊƪΦ L ŘƛŘ ǘƘƛǎΦέ 
 
The regret experienced by first/birth mothers is further compounded by realization of the long-term 
implications of their decisions. One mother talked about how she has lost both her child and (future) 
grandchildren as a result of the relinquishment: 
 
¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎτȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΤ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ 
grandchiƭŘǊŜƴΦ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ƭƛƴŜΣ ŀƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǘƛŎ ƭƛƴŜΦ L ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀǘ ƘŜǊ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƘŜǊ 
ƳƻǘƘŜǊΦ L ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀǘ ƘŜǊ ōŀōȅ ǎƘƻǿŜǊǎ ŀǎ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ƛŦ LΩƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ ¸ƻǳ ƭƻǎŜ ŀƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜ 
ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅΦ ¢ƻ ƳŜΣ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƛǘΦ L lost a lifetime. 
 
Another first/birth mother also referenced the same profound sense of loss stating, ά²ƛǘƘ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘϥǎ 
like you're killing part of yourself. It's a form of suicide. It's soul suicide. It's soul shattering and it's really, 
really hard to ƎŜǘ ƛǘ ōŀŎƪΦέ Many mothers referenced the finality of their decision and how they would 
change their mind now if they were in the same circumstances. One mother indicated, άL ǿƻǳƭŘ 
ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ƛŦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΦέ 
 
Similar to isolation experienced during their pregnancies, for some first/birth mothers, post-
relinquishment isolation manifested as a lack of emotional support and an inability to talk about the 
relinquishment or their child. One mother personified this sense of isolation when contrasting the 
difference between her experience delivering a child who was stillborn with her experience in 
relinquishing her rights to her child for adoption: 
  
All these years it wasτƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǎǎΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǎǘƛƭƭōƻǊƴΦ L ƭƻǎǘ ƘŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǿŀs five months along. We 
ƘŀŘ ŀ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊΦ aȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǘΦ 9ǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ƎŀǾŜ ƳŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴŘƻƭŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ŀ 
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tombstone. There was more closure with the death of my child than there is with adoption. With 
adoption, nobody talks about it. My parentǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦ LǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ L ƭƻǎǘ ŀ ƪƛŘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ǎŀȅǎΣ άOh, 
LΩƳ ǎƻ ǎƻǊǊȅ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ ƭƻǎǎΣέ or, άIŜȅΣ ƘƻǿΩǎ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŘƻƛƴƎΚέ LǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘŀƭƪ 
ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŦǊŜŀƪ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƘǳǊǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀŎƘƛƴƎΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ 
ōǳǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘ ǘƻ ŀƴȅōƻŘȅ. 
 
A small subset of the participating first/birth mothers experienced what they deemed to be positive 
repercussions. For some, relinquishment of their rights to their child provided a sense of relief. For 
others, their decision to relinquish their rights to their child for adoption led to new, positive 
experiences and relationships. One mother stated, άLǘΩǎ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ƳŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ƳŜǘ... I mean, L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƳŜ ƛƴ ŀ 
lot ƻŦ ǿŀȅǎΣ ŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦέ One mother described gaining a sense of empowerment through her 
decision: 
 
I think I became a much more aware person in the sense of the choices that I make and the decisions that 
I make, that I have control over my life and the direction that it goes. I think that having gone through 
that whole process has really helped me. 

 

Post-Adoption Contact 
 
aƻǎǘ ŦƛǊǎǘκōƛǊǘƘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀŘƻǇǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŀŘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ 
regarding the type and amount of contact set forth in their respective mediated agreements. For many 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀŘƻǇǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭd was a 
source of frustration. This was particularly true among mothers who desired to maintain, at minimum, 
the agreed upon amount and type of post-relinquishment contact with their child that was promised. 
One parent articulated the powerlessness felt by many of the first/birth mothers in these situations. She 
noted: 
 
I have been trying like I said [to] respect the boundaries and do what the [adoptive] mom feels 
comfortable with to ensure trust and so she understands that I am not a threat. No matter what I do or 
ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǎƘŜ ǿŀƴǘǎΣ ǎƘŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ƳŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ǎƻǊǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ Ƴȅ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΧ 
 
Many of the first/birth mothers reported experiencing a decline in the amount of post-adoption contact 
they have with their child. An inverse relationship between length of time since adoption and frequency 
of contact was noted. One mother stated, άL ƳŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻƴŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜƴǘ 
updates every three months in the first year, and then every year after that, until he was about eight. 
Then the updates justτǘƘŜȅ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘΦέ Another mother shared her frustration with the decreased 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ ƭƛƳƛǘ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΥ 
 
Our communication, has really been cut down a lot. They're definitely pulling away from me, which 
sucks, and knowing that it's possible for them to just bŜ ƭƛƪŜΣ άWell, we've decided that this isn't in the 
best interest of [name redacted]. We're gonna cut it down to our base communicaǘƛƻƴΦέ They can do that 
legally. 
 
Some exceptions were noted to the decreased contact experienced by many of the first/birth mothers. 
For this group, geographical proximity to their child appeared to be a possible common denominator. 
That is, in this group of participants, the closer a first/birth mother lived to the adoptive parents, the 
more regular and informal contact appeared to be for the mother. One mother who lives within 10 
ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ ά¦ǎǳŀƭƭȅ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŜŜ ƘŜǊΦ LΩƭƭ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ƳƻƳΣ ōǳǘ ώŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
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name redacted] does like to take the iPad and Skype me sometimes... hōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅ ƻǊ ŀ 
ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǳǇΣ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ L ǎŜŜ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴΦέ Another mother in close physical proximity to her 
child shared a similar response about the relative informality of scheduling visits: 
 
¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀ ǎŜǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ǎŜŜ ƘƛƳΦ LǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǊŀƴŘƻƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƛǾŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƘŀƭŦ 
ŀǿŀȅΦ ! ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜǎ LΩƭƭ Ǝƻ ǳǇ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƭƭ ǎŜŜ ƘƛƳΣ ƻǊ L ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ǘƻΣ ŀƴŘ L 
call them and say. άIŜȅΣ ǘǿƻ ²ŜŘƴŜǎŘŀȅǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƴƻǿ LΩƳ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ōŜ ǳǇ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ Is it okay if I come by and see 
the baby?έ ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƭƛƪŜΣ ά{ǳǊŜΣ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƻǿƴΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻ ōƛƎ ŘŜŀƭΦ Iƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ нΥлл ǎƻǳƴŘΚέ 
 

Advice for Professionals 
 
When discussing advice for adoption professionals, first/birth mothers discussed the need for open 
communication with expectant parents. One mother stressed the need for professionals to inform 
expectant parents that the decision to place their child for adoption is άŀ ƭƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ Ǝƻƴƴŀ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅΦέ 
 
Participants also talked about the need for adoption 
professionals to educate themselves about and provide 
resources for expectant and first/birth mothers. In 
particular, several of the emphasized the need for 
services to be offered after the parent had signed the 
papers relinquishing their rights to their child for 
adoption. One woman expressed that referrals for 
additional services and supports needed to be more than 
an adoption professional handing over a phone number 
to the mother: 
 
Post-ǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƛǎ ƘǳƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ƛǘ ǿƘŀǘǎƻŜǾŜǊΦ 5ŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ L ǿƻǳƭŘ tell them to 
consider post-placement care or doing something along those lines, besides just telling birth moms about 
what other agencies are doing and giving them the contact information for other agencies. They need to 
create their own support group or something. 
 
First/birth mothers had differing opinions about adoption agencies facilitating contact between 
expectant parents and prospective adoptive parents pre-birth. While several of the mothers expressed 
appreciation for the opportunity to select their ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀŘƻǇǘƛǾŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘΣ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ 
suggested that agencies need to forego this practice, as their experience with the relationship and the 
ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀs coercive. 
One mother who has experienced regret over her decision, expressed that it was this relationship and 
the presence of the prospective adoptive parents at the hospital that precluded her from changing her 
decision to relinquish. The mother noted, ά[ƻƻƪƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪΣ L Řƻ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ƛŦ L ƘŀŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ƳŀǘŎƘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ 
parents, if I hadn't loved them as much as I do, if we hadn't bonded, if I hadn't seen them bond with him 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴϥǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƭŀŎŜŘΦέ 
 

Advice for Expectant Parents 
 
Many of the first/birth mothers shared advice for expectant parents who were considering adoption. 
Mothers urged expectant parents to do research about their options, resources, and the potential 
repercussions of adoption. One mother indicated that this type of research should include discussions 
ǿƛǘƘ ŦƛǊǎǘκōƛǊǘƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ άIŦ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƛƎƘǘŜǎǘ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ [adoption] might be what you decide, 

άaŀƪŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ information readily 
available because everyone has 
the right to an informed decision. 
They need to be informed on all 
ƻŦ ƛǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ 
ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΦέ 

ςfirst/birth mother 
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ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ƪƴƻǿǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ 
ǿƘƻΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘrough it. People can sympathize with your ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΦέ 
 
Mothers also emphasized the need for expectant parents to have people in their lives who can help 
them explore their options and provide emotional support. Recognizing that not everyone has family 
and friends who would be able to provide that support, one first/birth mother suggested άCƛƴŘ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ 
ƎǊƻǳǇΦ !ǎƪ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΦ ¸ƻǳΩŘ ōŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƴŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƻǳǘŜΦ Ask around. Try to talk to 
ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ōƛǊǘƘ ƳƻƳΦ ¢ŀƭƪ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΦ ¢ŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΦέ 
 
First/birth mothers were most adamant about how expectant parents needed to ensure that they were 
the ones making the decision about whether to relinquish their rights to their child for adoption. One 
ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 
ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǎ ōŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΦέ Several of the mothers expressed discomfort at even 
offering advice, in part because they did not want the suggestion that they were trying to influence 
ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making. Most mothers wanted expectant parents to recognize that while 
they might receive advƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 
ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜǎǘ ǎǳƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ǎ ƻƴŜ mother ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘΣ άEvery 
choice that you make, someone is gonna get mad. Just choose a choice that you think will not give you 
regrets, the choice that makes you feel the best aǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦέ 

 
 
 

άL ƳŜŀƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǿƛǘƘ support I think are the two best 
things that you could do no matter what your decision ultimately ends up 
ōŜƛƴƎΦέ 

ςfirst/birth mother 
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PART II: INTERVIEWS WITH ADOPTION PROFESSIONALS 
 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Recruitment and Data Collection 
 
Participants who complete the survey of adoption professionals were given the opportunity to provide 
information at the end of the Phase I survey (i.e., first name and contact information) so that they might 
be contacted at a later time to participate in a semi-structured interview with us regarding their 
experiences. Adoption professionals who indicated a willingness to participate in an individual interview 
through the survey, and who provided valid contact information, were eligible for this portion of the 
study. We sought a diverse sample inclusive of professionals who worked in different types of settings 
and who had various levels of experience within those settings. As a result of this process, a total of 20 
adoption professionals were invited to participate in a telephone interview with a member of the 
research team. As with the interviews involving first/birth parents, the final number of participants 
included in in this portion of the study was determined based on saturation. Interviews were conducted 
between May and August 2016. 

Interviews with participants were conducted via telephone. Interview length varied; however, the 
interviews generally ranged from 30 minutes to 1 hour to complete. Appointments were scheduled with 
adoption professionals to ensure the interviews were scheduled at a time that was convenientτoften 
on their lunch breakτand when they would be able to speak candidly about their experiences. 

Instrumentation 
 
An in-depth, semi-structured interview schedule was used to guide the interview process (See Appendix 
II). The interview schedule contained 16 core questions; however, additional probing questions were 
ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŎƭŀǊƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΦ ¢ƻǇƛŎǎ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ 
included questions about their experience and history of working with expectant and/or first/birth 
parents; their preferred term or language is for women and men who are experiencing a crisis 
pregnancy; their general approach for working with new clients; what they consider ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ άƎƻƻŘέ 
outcome when working with expectant parents; protocols that are in place, if any, to ensure that 
expectant parents are fully informed about the agency and what is involved when expectant parents 
agree to work with the agency; their opinions regarding the adequacy of existing protocols; 
protocols/process that they use for discussing options with your client; what information (written or 
verbal) is addressed with expectant parents; the most important things for expectant parents to know; 
the most important things for adoption professionals to learn about expectant parents; how prepared 
they feel to work with expectant parents; trainings or information that would be helpful to them in their 
work with expectant parents; and any challenges or barriers they encounter that impact their ability to 
provide quality services to expectant parents. 

Data Analysis 
 
Twenty (N=20) adoption professionals participated in an individual interview for this study. The primary 
data source for this study included transcripts from the 20 recorded telephone interviews with adoption 
professionals. Demographic information regarding the participants was compiled by examining their 
responses to the survey each completed during Phase I of the study. Data analysis was conducted using 
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Atlas.ti qualitative software. Conventional content analysis (Miles and Huberman 1994; Patton 2002) 
was used to guide the analysis of the 20 transcripts examined for this portion of the study. Transcripts 
were first reviewed by a member of the research team for overall accuracy and completeness. 
Transcripts were then reviewed and independently coded by two research team members, using an 
iterative coding process until core themes were identified. 
 
As with the first/birth parent interviews, member checking and peer debriefing were used to establish 
trustworthiness of the findings. Member checking took place by presenting the themes that emerged 
from the study to two adoption professionals to ascertain whether the identified themes reflected their 
experience with the issue. The concepts and categories that emerged from the study were also 
presented to the Donaldson Adoption Institute Lynn Franklin Fund Advisory Board. The Advisory Board is 
a mixture of first/birth mothers and adoption professionals. Peer debriefing took place by discussing our 
interpretation of data with two other researchers, each of whom have expertise in the areas of adoption 
research and qualitative methods. 
 

SAMPLE 
 

Demographic Characteristics of Interview Participants 
 
All but one of the adoption professionals interviewed were female (n=19). Ages of adoption 
professionals ranged from 25 to 73 (M=40.95, SD=15.10). In general, adoption professionals were highly 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ όƴҐмсΣ улΦл҈ύ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ όƴҐмпΣ тлΦл҈ύ or higher 
όƴҐнΣ млΦл҈ύΦ CƻǳǊ όнлΦл҈ύ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΦ hŦ ǘƘŜ нл ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ 
professionals, social work was the most represented field of study (n=10, 45.0%), followed by 
psychology (n=5, 25.0%), ŀƴŘ άhǘƘŜǊέ (n=3, 15.0). A total of 15 different states were represented, with 
the highest number of respondents reporting being from states in the South (n=9; 45.0%) and Midwest 
(n=6, 30.0%). Three (15.0%) of the adoption professionals interviewed reported having personal 
experience with adoption as an adoptee, adoptive parent, or as a first/birth parent. (See Table 3). 
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Table 3 Demographic Characteristics of Sample (n=20)4       

Variable Mean SD 
Age at time of study (range: 25-73 years)  40.95 15.10 

 Frequency Percent 

Gender   

Male 1 5.0 

Female 19 95.0 

Education   
Some College 0 0.0 
.ŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ 4 20.0 
aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ 14 70.0 
aƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ 2 10.0 

Primary field of undergraduate degree   
Counseling 1 5.0 
Education 2 10.0 
Psychology 5 25.0 

Social Work 9 45.0 
Other 3 15.0 

Primary field of graduate degreea 

Counseling 
Social Work 
Other 

 
4 
10 
2 

 
25.0 
62.5 
12.5 

Region of practiceb   
Midwest 6 30.0 
Northeast 1 5.0 

South 9 45.0 
West 4 20.0 

Identified as adoptee, adoptive parent, or first/ birth parent   
Yes  3 15.0 
No  17 85.0 

Note. 
a
 n=16; 

b 
Regions were determined using the United States Census regions. 

 

FINDINGS 
 

Motivations and Preparation 
 

                                                        
4 All demographic characteristics of interview participants were compiled using survey data collected during Phase I.  
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Adoption professionals were asked questions relating 
to how they came to the field of adoption and their 
interest in and preparation for their work with 
expectant and first/birth parents. Several adoption 
professionals reported a background in social work or 
counseling-related fields (see Table 3). However, very 
few adoption professionals indicated having specific 
preparation prior to entering the field of adoption, 
and some ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜƭǘ άǳƴǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘέ ŦƻǊ 
their positions. A large number of adoption 
professionals reported that they entered the field of 
adoption because it provided full-time employment 
and the work was compatible with their educational 
background and interests. One adoption professional 
stated, άAfter graduating with my master's in social 
work, I was looking for employment... and I just so 
happened to come across a job listing for an adoption social ǿƻǊƪŜǊΦέ Prior to this position, the adoption 
professional noted, άώLϐ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘΦέ Other adoption professionals 
found adoption after being placed with an adoption agency for an internship or field practicum during 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΦ hƴŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ άI was placed in their adoption program.... I loved it, so 
ǿƘŜƴ L ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜŘΣ L ƭŀƴŘŜŘ ŀ Ƨƻō ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǎŀƳŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ǎŀƳŜ ōƻǎǎΦέ Another adoption 
professional reported that while she had worked in adoption for several years, she developed a specific 
interest in working with expectant parents while working in another department at her agency. This 
adoption professional asked to work with expectant parents citing, άL Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀǿ the need and I wanted to 
help... I enjoyed seeing that transformation of them being pregnant and walking out that pregnancy and 
ǘƘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΦ {ŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŧǳƭƭ ŎƛǊŎƭŜΦέ 
 
For about half of the adoption professionals, the path to working in the field of adoption was less 
haphazard and more intentional. Several adoption professionals indicated that they had a prior interest 
in adoption before gaining employment in the field. Some reported that adoption was a good 
ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ Ŧƛǘ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ ǿŜƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΦ hƴŜ ŀǘǘƻǊƴŜȅ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ άI wanted to practice an 
area of law which involved people, rather than things, or rather than documents, or rather than money, 
because I'm basically interested in people.έ Another motivating factor that drew some adoption 
professionals to the field of adoption included personal experiences with adoption through a family 
member or as an adoptive parent. One adoption professional, an adoption worker with a private 
adƻǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ άI just had some personal experience within my extended family with adoption, 
ŀƴŘ L ŦŜƭǘ ŀ Ǉǳƭƭ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΦέ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ ǎƛōƭƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ōƛǊǘƘ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ {ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ άI just 
became very passionate about adoption because of my personal experience with itΦέ 
 
Despite their prior interest in adoption, several noted uncertainty during their post-secondary studies 
ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ƻƴŜ ŜƴǘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΦ hƴŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘΣ άLǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
clear how you end up working in the field of adoption when I was in school.έ .ŜȅƻƴŘ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎǳƳǎ 
and internship settings, several adoption professionals reported a general disconnect between their 
personal interest in adoption and the availability of adoption-focused curriculum in their respective 
post-secondary programs of study. 
 

Differences in Language  
 
Adoption professionals reported the use of different terms to refer to parents experiencing a crisis 

άL ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ 
until somebody has chosen 
adoption, and then I refer to them 
as birth parents. When speaking to 
just the general public, people who 
aren't currently involved in an 
adoption process, then I typically 
use birth parent because that's the 
Ƴƻǎǘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŀōƭŜ ǘŜǊƳΦέ 
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pregnancy who are seeking information about adoption. Slightly more than half of the adoption 
professionals indicated that they prefer to use the term expectant parent. While expectant parent was 
the term most cited by adoption professionals, some acknowledged a preference for birth parent in 
some circumstances. One adoption professional explained who uses expectant parent noted, άL ǿƻǳƭŘ 
never want to, in any subtle way, encourage a parent to make a decision, one way or the other, based on 
ƳŜΦέ 
 
Other adoption professionals indicated that they prefer to use the term birth parent. Although most of 
these adoption professionals acknowledged the existence of other terminology, many indicated a 
preference for birth parent because it was the term that was used when they were first trained. One 
ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΣ άFor the most part, I refer to them as birth parents... I do understand 
that there is a difference before and after placement, and some individuals can feel offended if they're 
referred to ŀǎ ōƛǊǘƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜƴϥǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ȅŜǘΦέ The adoption professional 
went on to explain that her agency had only recently changed their policy on the terminology that is 
ǳǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ άstill getting used to itΦέ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ 
adoption professional noted that she prefers to use birth parent: 

 
That's the way I was trained, and that's the way that the people I worked with when I started talked to 
them. Usually if they're coming to us, it is because they've thought about it and are at a place where 
they're looking to place, and so even if they end up changing their mind somewhat during the process, 
they usually come to us because they're looking at adoption, and that would make them, I guess, the 
birth parent in my eyes. 

 
One adoption professional, a private agency worker who works exclusively with expectant parents, 
explained that while she was aware of the broader conversation in the adoption community about the 
difference between the terms expectant parent and birth parent, she prefers to use birth parent. She 
noted: 

 
L ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ōǳǘ L Řƻ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎŀȅ ōƛǊǘƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊΦ L 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
are in their decision-making process, but for our purposes, birth parents seems fair since women only 
ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǳǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ 
 
While most of the adoption professionals expressed an understanding of the technical differences in 
terminology, at least one adoption professional indicated that the change in language from birth parent 
to expectant parent appeared to be a trend, but clarified that it was one that her agency was following. 
¢ƘŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƳŀȅōŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜƴŘ ŀǊƻǳƴd the country to have the 
distinction and so we wanted to make sure we were following the trends of the terminology being used 
even outside of our agencyΦέ 
 
Notably, none of the adoption professionals indicated a use of the term natural parent. A few explained 
that they found the term offensive to adoptive parents. One adoption professional explained, ά²Ŝ ǳǎŜ 
ǘƘŜƳ ώŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ōƛǊǘƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘϐ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƘŀƴƎŜŀōƭȅ ƘŜǊŜΦ ²Ŝ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŀȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΦέ 
Only one reported using biological parent but clarified that use of this term άƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ 
ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭΦέ 
 

Balance of Needs and Workload 
 
Most of the adoption professionals interviewed for this study reported that they work in several 
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different capacities within their agency. Roles discussed included, but were not limited to, intake 
worker, expectant parent worker/counselor, birth parent worker/counselor, adoptive parent 
worker/counselor, and post adoption support worker/counselor for birth and adoptive parents. One 
professional reported that in addition to her duties as a counselor for expectant parents, she also serves 
as the marketing manager for her agency. Approximately half of the adoption professionals reported 
that their workload is split between expectant mothers, birth mothers, and adoptive parents. Several of 
these adoption professionals acknowledged that working with both groups can create situations that 
ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎΦ hƴŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΣ άI'm 
pretty much 50/50, both expectant/birth parents, as well as prospective adoptive parents... I think some 
of the challenge is just trying to balance out one's caseload to ensure that everyone's needs are being 
met across the board.έ Another adoption professional echoed the challenge that some professionals 
experience when working in dual roles and explained how her agency handles this type of role conflict: 
At times, it can get difficult if both of them are my clients. If my expectant parents chose my prospective 
adoptive family, it's hard to advocate for both. In that case, one of my staff here in the office will usually 
help advocate for the adoptive family, so that there's two of us working on the case, rather than just one. 
 
For most adoption professionals, separation of work with expectant parents and prospective adoptive 
families appeared to be an important and necessary component in helping these professionals 
effectively advocate for their respective clients and minimize potential bias. However, one adoption 
professional reported that she appreciated the opportunity to work with both expectant parents and 
prospective adoptive families. She explained, άLϥƳ ǘƘŀƴƪŦǳƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǿŜ Řƻ ƛǘ ŀƭƭΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ 
have a better understanding of all parts of that adoption triad... and I think that's important. I think we 
Řƻ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ Ƨƻō ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎΦέ 
 
Most adoption professionals working in dual roles reported that in instances when they are working 
with an expectant parent as well as the prospective adoptive parents, and conflict arises, the expectant 
parent is their first priority. One adoption professional noted: 

 
²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜƴ it becomes the most difficult... if a birth family is having 
second thoughts or maybe changing their mind about wanting to move forward with the placement, I 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǳƎŀǊŎƻŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ L ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƭŜǘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΩǎ 
guaranteed, but at that ǇƻƛƴǘΣ L ŦŜŜƭ ǎƘŜΩǎ ώǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊϐ Ƴȅ ŎƭƛŜƴǘΣ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻƴŜΦ 
 

Variations in the Counseling/Engagement Process 

 

άL ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ L ǘǊȅ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ŀǎƛŘŜ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ LϥƳ 
working with a client. It's difficult when I'm working with other people that I feel 
like aren't doing tƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΧ.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘǊǳƭȅ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǇŜƴ 
ƘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜƴ ƘŜŀǊǘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ Ψ[Ŝǘ ƳŜ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƭƪ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻǳǘ 
ǿƘŀǘϥǎ ōŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ōŀōȅΦΩ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ƛǘ ƭƛƪŜΣ ΨL ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ 
ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΦΩ ²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ ! ƻǊ .ΧL ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘΦ 
¢Ƙŀǘ ǘǳǊƴǎ ǘƘŜƳ ƻŦŦ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΣ Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƳŀŘŜ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ 
Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅϥǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƳŀŘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΦΩέ 
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Variations in the process used to engage and work with expectant parents were noted. Some adoption 
professionals reported that their agency has an extensive intake process in which a separate worker at 
the agency completes a biopsychosocial history, including prior drug and alcohol use, mental health and 
health history, and pregnancy screening. In contrast, other adoption professionals reported a less 
structured process that involved meeting with the client for at least one to two sessions before 
paperwork ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘΦ hƴŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ άWe don't really do any paperwork or 
anything with them until we've had at least one or two meetings... just talk to them about their options.έ 
 
Similarly, another adoption professional who works exclusively with expectant parents shared the 
process that she employs with expectant parents during the first session: 

 
 

 
I give them a packet. Our packet will have a lot of information about adoption. A decision-making guide. 
Testimonies. It'll have the paperwork forτto become a client. At that point, we consider them more of 
an inquiry. We don't have them sign the releases or anything else at that point.  
Sometimes they will fill out the paperwork in that first meeting... sometimes they wanna take that home. 
In that initial meeting, I don't really need any releases. 
 
When asked about the process of informing clients about adoption and the protocols that are in place, a 
small number of professionals indicated a process that suggests that parents are asked to agree/sign a 
contract prior to being fully informed about the pros and cons of placement or their rights to the child in 
their particular state. While these may be isolated events, answers that suggested this type of process 
are concerning as they appear to deprive the parents of time and space necessary to fully consider their 
options and subsequent decision in an environment that is free of coercion and pressure. 
 

Variations in Information and Options Discussed 
 
Much of the information that adoption professionals reported discussing with expectant parents during 
the first few meetings focused on adoption-related concerns rather than full consideration of all of the 
ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ ²ƛǘƘ ŦŜǿ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘe information that adoption professionals mentioned 
that they routinely cover with expectant parents related to what the parent was looking for in an 
adoptive family and placement, the legalities of relinquishment, revocation, types of open adoption 
arrangements, assistance that the mother might need during the pregnancy and whether the assistance 
is permissible under state law, and the logistics of contact with prospective adoptive families. One 
adoption professional reported, ά²Ŝ ǎǇŜƴŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ƻƴ ǿƘat the adoption process is going to look 
like, what their rights are in their particular state... to make sure that they understand as much as 
possible ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭƭ ǿƛƭƭ ŜƴǘŀƛƭΦέ 
 
References by adoption professionals to termination of the pregnancy as a viable option for expectant 
mothers were limited. A small number of professionals specifically mentioned termination as one of the 
three options available to parents (i.e., parenting the child, relinquishment of parental rights to the child 
for adoption, termination of the pregnancy, as well as other options such as temporary foster care or 
placement with relatives). However, the remaining participants either did not mention the topic or 
reasoned that mothers seeking information about adoption were often not interested in terminating 
their pregnancies. One professionals explained, άōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŀŎƘ ǳǎΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ 
going ǘƻ Ǉƭŀƴ ŀōƻǊǘƛƻƴΣ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŀƳŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŜŘΣ άI am technically not 
allowed to talk about termination as an option. I do talk about it very briefly... I have to just play that 
ǾŜǊȅ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅΦ L ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΦέ Despite giving some options more weight, 
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this professional noted, άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ LΩƳ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ǿŀȅ bh¢ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 
Interestingly, one of the adoption professionals who reported that she discusses termination articulated 
that she did not feel qualified to discuss the topic with her clients. 
 

Less than half of adoption professionals specifically mentioned discussing information related to 
parenting their child or methods for helping expectant parents problem-solve how this might occur. A 
veteran adoption professional, who had worked in the field of adoption for over 30 years, reported that 
she allows expectant parents to identify the options that they feel are available to them and then works 
to help them identify other alternativesτtypically related to parenting. The adoption professional 
explained the process that she uses: 

 
L ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜƳ ǎŜŜΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ option of you parenting independently on 
your own? What about the option of you parenting with the biological father? What about the option of 
you parenting with the support of your family? What about the option of the biological father to the 
baby parenting on his own, or him parenting with his family, right? Or what about an extended family 
member parentingΚέΦΦ. We try to show them all of these different choices that they have and how 
important it is to consider what are they ruling out right away as impossible. 
 
Another adoption professional, an independent contractor who works with adoption attorneys, 
indicated that she routinely discusses parenting with her clients. She noted, ά²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇǳǎƘ 
adoption on anyone. We want to make sure that they understand that they could possibly parent, and 
ƳŀȅōŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜΧ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ǿŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǇŀƳǇƘƭŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΧ so they 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 
 
Some adoption professionals mentioned that they also discuss issues related to grief and loss that the 
expectant parent may experience following relinquishment. Additionally, a few participants reported 
providing expectant parents access to first/birth parŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ 
and what they might encounter. However, the frequency in which these points were discussed suggests 
that provision of this type of information may not be routine practice for all adoption professionals. 

 
Views of Expectant Parents 
 
A number of adoption professionals expressed genuine feelings of admiration and respect for the 
ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άbraveΣέ 
άcourageousΣέ ŀƴŘ άselflessέ ǿƘŜƴ referring to the parents with whom they work. When speaking about 
the respect that she felt for mothers who decide to relinquish their parental rights to their child for 
ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΣ ƻƴŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ άI think just how brave the women are in the decision theȅΩǊŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ 
and how huge it is... L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ώōŜŦƻǊŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜϐΣ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƪƴƻǿ 
ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǎǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦέ Another adoption professional, a private agency worker and 

άtŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀŘƻǇtion because they believeτwhen they think 
ŀōƻǳǘ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƘŀǇǇȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭΣ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ ǿƘƻΩǎ 
ōŜŜƴ ΨǎŀǾŜŘΣΩ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǿƻǊŘ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻƴϥǘ 
want to think about that birth family, and you have to. I mean, without that birth 
family making that type of a courageous, selfless decision, you don't get that 
happy, adopǘƛǾŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦέ 

ςadoption professional 
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adoptive mother who initially worked with adoptive parents before shifting to working with expectant 
and first/birth parents, stated: 

 
I've just really always empathized with the birth parents and what they're really giving up during this 
process and how selfless they're being to say, άI love this child so much that I know I can't give them 
everything they want and deserve, so I'm going to give them to a family of more or less strangers to 
ǊŀƛǎŜΦέ 
 
While the prevailing mentality regarding expectant parents was one of respect, a very small minority of 
adoption professionals expressed concerns about the potential for some expectant parents to prey on 
ǘƘŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŘƻǇǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ hƴŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ άSince the economy has had lots 
ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΧ you get more peopleτmore birth parents or expectant parents out there that are not 
ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΦ LǘΩǎ ǳƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǘƘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜΦέ 
 
At least one professional expressed a more neutral stance, yet one that demonstrated less certainty 
about her relationship and work with expectant parents, particularly those experiencing financial crises. 
This participant observed: 
 
I think sometimes it can be hard to know what are the boundaries to set up between social worker and 
the birth parent. Are we helping them with their entire lives until they make an adoption plan or are we 
just helping them with things that are related to the pregnancy? That is something that we, as social 
workers, have to figure out, but a birth parent doesnΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΦ 
 

Confidence and Conviction 
 
Perhaps the most consistent theme identified was the strong conviction that professionals expressed 
about the thoroughness of the practices used by themselves and their agencies to engage with and 
inform expectant parents about their options for the pregnancy and their legal rights. Notably, all 20 of 
ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ǇǊƻǘƻŎƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƳponents 
ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀǘ ƘŜŀǊǘΦ ²ƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘƻŎƻƭǎ 
ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎΣ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ǎǳŎŎƛƴŎǘƭȅ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ άI think it is 
ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ōƛŀǎŜŘΦέ Another participant elaborated: 

 
I believe in how we do our protocol when it comes to that level of legal component, yes. We 
communicate that pretty heavily... I feel like we communicate it in many ways, but always back it up to, 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŎŜƴǎƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ƛǎέ ƻǊ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ώǎǘŀǘŜϐ ŎƻŘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣέ ōǳǘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǳǊŜ ǎƘŜΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ 
informed of that throughout her entire process. 
 
Several adoption professionals discussed the importance of follow-up care with parents who have 
relinquished their parental riƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŦƻǊ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΦ wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΩ Ǉƻǎǘ-placement 
work with first/birth mothers, one participant noted, άWe care a lot about them. We follow up with 
ǘƘŜƳ ŀŦǘŜǊǿŀǊŘǎ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎΦέ Another professional echoed the 
importance of post-placement services with first/birth mothers but lamented that many first/birth 
mothers stop services within a few months of the relinquishment. The participant explained: 
 
What I have found and what my colleagues have found is that, often times, I am associated with that 
very hard moment of relinquishment and placement, and so talking with me and interacting with me can 
ōǊƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŀƴŘƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎǎΧ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƛŜŦ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ 
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stage of what just happens is protecting themselves emotionally and limiting their contact with their 
ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜ ƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜΧ LΩƳ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΣ ōǳǘ L 
ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŎƘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ŀǎ much as I would like to be able to provide. 
 
Despite the confidence that the professionals reported feeling about their ability to work and 
communication with expectant parents, most offered suggestions for training that would help them 
strengthen their practice. More than half of the adoption professionals called for additional training on 
grief and loss related to relinquishment. One participant observed, ά²Ƙŀǘ LΩǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƘŀǊŘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ŀ ōƛǊǘƘ ƳƻƳ ŦƻǊ ƛǎ ƎǊƛŜŦΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊŘŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ 
ƻŦ ƎǊƛŜŦ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŘȅƛƴƎΣ ƴƻǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŦƻǊ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΦέ Another 
professional noted: άDǊƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎǎ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ 
ŦƻǊ ōƛǊǘƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ LǘΩǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƎǊƛŜŦ... bǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 
ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦŀŎŜΦέ 
 
Other topics mentioned include: 1) options counseling; 2) family mediation and conflict resolution; 3) 
ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ; 4) working with parents in crisis; and 5) resources to aid expectant parents 
with financial needs. 

 

Bias 
 
While a few professionals discussed practices with expectant parents that suggested a thoughtful 
ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǎŜƭŦ-determination, a reoccurring theme identified 
in most of the interviews was one of implicit and unacknowledged bias towards adoption as the default 
and intended outcome of their work with an expectant parent. With few exceptions, implicit bias was 
noted in the way that adoption professionals discussed, and in some instances, did not discuss 
information with expectant parents. As indicated previously, content related to parenting and 
termination of the pregnancy was discussed with much less frequency than adoption. Information 
described by one adoption professional, a private contractor who works with adoption agencies and 
attorneys, suggested that for some professionals, adoption may be the only option specifically 
addressed with expectant parents in her setting. The adoption professƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΣ άThe first initial 
ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΦέ 
 
Bias towards adoption as an intended outcome was also noted in the language and wording used by 
adoption professionals. While many of the professionals interviewed for this study tended to be client-
centric in their language and indicated a desire to advocate for their clients, answers to the question 
άWhat do you consider to be a ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΚέ frequently 
suggested that a good outcome for them is when the client opts to relinquish their child. One adoption 
professional noted: 

 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ know is that they have the right to make the 
decision that they feel is best. Regardless of what other people in their lives think 
they should do. Regardless of what other professionals think that they should do. 
I also want them to feel very empowered in their decision-making. They feel 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘΦέ 

ς adoption professional 
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A good outcome is when you can go about move forward with the expectant family, and they feel like 
they trust you, and that you're a good support system for them while they make this adoption plan. At 
the end of the day, they're well-advocated for throughout the entire adoption process, and they feel 
comfortable and content with the prospective adoptive family that they choose and ultimately place 
with. 
 
{ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ άOur job here is to 
ƘŜƭǇ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƎǊƻǿΣ ǎƻ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀŘƻǇǘ ŀ ōŀōȅ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘƻǇŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƴ 
emotionally safe and healthy thing for everybody involved.έ A small number of participants were more 
outspoken in their acknowledgment that adoption is a business in which professionals must be mindful 
of all of the parties involved and what is at stake. One participant explained, άAdoption agencies have to 
be mindful of all of their cliŜƴǘǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦΦ. agencies in general have to look out for 
everyone involvedτthe bottom lines, their business. They have to weigh their risks in working with 
clientsΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŀŘŘŜŘΥ 
 
Looking at all of that, I think there can be biases that lean more towards being adoptive parent friendly 
because the overall goal is to bring these adoptive parents on board, be able to have them financially 
support this birth mother and then have this baby safely ŘƛǎŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΧ 
 
In this same vein, many of the barriers that adoption professionals reported when asked about 
challenges or barriers to the provision of quality services to expectant parents related to issues that 
might inhibit a parent from relinquishing their rights to their child for adoption. These barriers included 
legal barriers, such as the need for expectant mothers to go to court in some states; complicated legal 
jargon on relinquishment forms; and federal policies that guide adoptive placements, such as the Indian 
Child Welfare Act (ICWA). Other barriers included difficulty communicating with expectant fathers in 
ǎƻƳŜ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ ŘŜsire to not disappoint the prospective adoptive family, state-mandated 
limitations in the types of services that agencies can provide expectant parents, and family members 
and friends who may oppose adoption. 

 
An additional form of bias that was noted was the lack of discussion about expectant fathers and their 
role in the counseling or adoption process. Although a few professionals mentioned fathers during the 
interview process, professionals generally had little to say about the topic beyond the importance of 
pulling fathers into the conversation when possible. 
 

άL Řƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ 
a bias leaning towards making sure that adoptions are successful for the 
ŀŘƻǇǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦέ 

ς adoption professional 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ŀ ƎƛǊƭ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎΣ άLΩƳ ŘŜōŀǘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀōƻǊǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΣέ ǿŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ŜƳǇŀǘƘƛȊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜ ƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
decision, but we are going to talk more about the pros of adoption and what that 
would look like than truly discussing abortion. Because ultimately we want her to 
be able to carry the pregnancy and know that that option is there... we do 
definitely try to exemplify like the pros of adoption and what that can look like if 
ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǊǘƛƻƴΦέ 

ςadoption professional 
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Questionable Practices 
 
Although less common, a small number of adoption professionals reported practices and lines of 
discussion during the options counseling process that could be interpreted by some expectant parents 
as coercive in nature. With each of these adoption professionals, other points of discussion during the 
interview revealed that these adoption professionals appeared to truly believe that client self-
determination and informed choice was a central focus of their work. Within this small group of 
adoption professionals, each reported practices intended to convey truthful information to expectant 
parents, yet information that they did not seem to understand would likely burden vulnerable expectant 
parents with additional guilt and grief. One clear example of this was from a private agency worker who 
only recently began working with expectant parents. The adoption professional expressed concerns that 
expectant parents need to understand the great emotional and financial costs that are associated with 
adoption for adoptive families. The adoption professional noted that during her initial discussions with 
expectant parents: 
 
I always want to make sure that they know up front that this may be the only time that this adoptive 
family is able to have a child because once they have pursued this process, they may not be able to go 
through it again financially or emotionally. 
 
Another adoption professional noted that she seeks to refocus ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
decision when a parent expresses doubt or indicates that he or she has had a change of heart about 
relinquishment. The adoption professional stated: 
 
L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǎŀŘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ a reason that birth mothers and/or birth 
fathers choose adoption. Often times, financial resource needs or instability or drug use or CPS 
ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ōŜΦ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀƭƛƎƴ ǘƘŜƳΦ άhƪŀȅΣ 
how did we get ƘŜǊŜΚ ²Ƙȅ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΚ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ 
ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘƻΚέ 
 
In addition to the aforementioned practices, several adoption professionals indicated that expectant 
parents who pursue relinquishment of their child for adoption, are asked to sign a release allowing the 
agency or attorney to access their medical/prenatal records throughout the process, and in some cases, 
to sign an agreement consenting to have the adoption professional attend all prenatal appointments. 
While verification of the pregnancy is common practice used by adoption agencies and attorneys to 
stave off fraud schemes, a few adoption professionals mentioned the troubling practice of requesting 
expectant parents to provide written consent to have their agency caseworker attend each prenatal 
appointment. One adoption professional explained: 

 
We have some legal documents that they sign and we notarize that essentially just states that they are 
agreeing to permit our agency to work with them, and it talks about what the communication is gonna 
look like with their adoption counselor and what our expectations are for them to attend regular 
ǇǊŜƴŀǘŀƭ ŎŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ 
records to be ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

 
Interviews with first/birth mothers reinforced findings from the Phase I quantitative report that they 
oftentimes have inadequate financial resources and social and emotional support during their 
pregnancy and exploration of options. The lack of sufficient resources and supportive individuals during 
this uncertain period can render many expectant parents vulnerable to pressure to relinquish their 
rights to their child for adoption. Regardless of the reason for the pressure, whether it came from a 
place of misguided support for the first/birth mothers or from a position of support for the adoptive 
families, more than half of the first/birth mothers in this study were influenced by the seemingly 
coercive nature of some of the messages they received from people around them that suggested that 
relinquishment was the best decision for them and their children. 
 
While some first/birth mothers expressed confidence in their decision and the availability of supportive 
individuals in their lives, many of the first/birth mothers in this study reported receiving little support 
from peers and family members. In particular, many of the first/birth mothers reported feeling 
emotionally and financially estranged from their parents during this time, and in some cases, after the 
ǊŜƭƛƴǉǳƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΦ ²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅΣ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ 
discuss options, or overwhelmed with their own feelings, the parents of many of these first/birth 
mothers were oftentimes unable or unwilling to provide needed emotional support. 
 
First/birth mothers in the study encountered a range of experiences with adoption professionals. Some 
first/birt h mothers reported positive interactions with adoption professionals that fostered a clear 
understanding of the potential repercussions associated with the different options and supported their 
right to choose the option that worked best for them and their child. However, a large proportion of the 
first/birth mothers we spoke to reported interactions ranging from a failure of the adoption professional 
to adequately assist the first/birth mother in exploring her options to adoption professionals who 
treated the first/birth mothers as secondary to the prospective adoptive parentsΩ interests and thus, 
failed to provide sufficient support and care to the first/birth mother throughout the entirety of the 
process. 
 
Regarding adoption professionals, the findings of this study suggest that while some adoption 
professionals appear to be more comprehensive in their approach with expectant parents, a broad 
spectrum exists regarding the type and amount of information that is shared with expectant parents 
when discussing options or later during the adoption process. While there is a legitimate rationale for 
some variations in practices with clients and the informational content that is shared (i.e. differences in 
state statutes and waiting periods), more uniformity is needed to ensure that expectant parents are able 
to make the choice that is best for them and their child. 
 
Most notably, the content discussed with clients that was described by adoption professionals in this 
study focused disproportionally on adoption-related issues rather than the full range of options. While 
ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘŀōƭȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ όŜΦƎΦΣ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ 
mother is too far along to consider termination of the pregnancy), the content described by participants 
appeared weighted towards adoption as the preferred outcome for clients. While several participants 
expressed a strong desire for heir clients to be able to make their own decisions, some participants 
provided somewhat contradictory information when detailing specific information that is discussed with 
clients. In a few instances, bias towards adoption was more overt and less circumspect. 
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Finally, it bears noting that several adoption professionals made statements that gave voice to the 
overall respect and admiration that they have for mothers who make the difficult decision to relinquish 
their rights to their child for adoption. However, a number of first/birth mothers that we spoke to 
expressed explicit distaste for sentiments that portray first/birth mothers as self-sacrificing, brave, or 
courageous. The incongruence between the intent of adoption professionals and how this information is 
received by first/birth mothers highlights the challenges of, and need for, open communication and 
efforts by professionals to increase trust. As such, the burden falls on adoption professionals to foster an 
environment that allows expectant mothers to honestly express their thoughts, feelings and doubts 
during all stages of the process. 
 

STUDY LIMITATIONS 
 
With regard to limitations, the responses may reflect some selection bias, in that all first/birth mothers 
and adoption professionals self-selected to participate. Our results, however, indicated a broad range of 
experiences and perspectives from both groups. A second limitation to this study relates to the use of 
retrospective data. Recall bias is common among retrospective studies that rely on self-reported 
ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ wŜŎŀƭƭ ōƛŀǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŎƻƭlections of specific past events are distorted by 
the knowledge how things have turned out (Rubin & Babbie, 2009). For example, it is possible that some 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛƴǉǳƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ǿŜǊŜ 
positively or negatively influenced by their perspective of whether ǘƘƛƴƎǎ άǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƻǳǘέ or not following 
the relinquishment. A third limitation is that all interviews were conducted via the telephone. While this 
method allowed us to include participants from multiple states, the use of this method is restrictive in 
that it does not allow for direct observation of environmental and non-verbal cues. However, the 
benefits of this method of data collection, and the potential knowledge gained through this method 
outweighs the loss of environmental and indirect data. While there were some limitations to the study, 
the researchers are confident that this study generated knowledge about a topic that has had little 
scholarly inquiry. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Many of the findings of this qualitative study provide additional support and clarity to results discussed 
in the Phase I quantitative report. Recommendations in this report either reinforce the 
recommendations found in the Phase I report or suggest additional measures to help safeguard the 
rights of expectant and first/birth parents. 
 

¶ Mandate adoption agencies and adoption attorneys to develop and/or provide free access to 
pre- and post-relinquishment services for expectant and first/birth parents. These services 
should be inclusive of individual and family counseling provided by a licensed clinical 
professional. Additionally, these services should be made available for first/birth parents to 
access at any time post-relinquishment, as research suggests that some mothers delay accessing 
supportive services for several months or years. 
 

¶ Mandate that adoption agencies and adoption attorneys must provide expectant parents with 
a standardized, informed consent that details the possible outcomes associated with 
relinquishment of parental rights to a child for adoption, as well as potential outcomes that 
the child may experience. 
 

¶ Increase and standardize education for expectant parents, and prospective adoptive parents, 
about the strengths, limitations, and legalities of post-relinquishment contact, including the 
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rights of adoptive parents to decrease or eliminate contact.  
 

¶ Mandate biannual ethics in adoption continuing education for adoption professionals. This 
curriculum should address ethical challenges related to working with expectant parents, 
first/birth parents, extended family members, prospective adoptive parents, and other adoption 
professionals and lawyers. The curriculum should also emphasize the importance of options 
counseling, including full informed consent, and access to supportive services.  
 

¶ Conduct research on the implications of pre-matching expectant parents with prospective 
adoptive parents. While some first/birth mothers indicated they preferred having contact with 
ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘΣ ŦƻǊ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŦƛǊǎǘκōƛǊǘƘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ƘŀŘ 
an explicit negative and coercive effect on their decision-making. 
 

¶ Include adoption-related content in relevant post-secondary educational programs (e.g., 
counseling, social work, psychology, human services, etc.). While adoption advocates have long 
called for increased curriculum on adoption, the findings of this study highlight the need for 
curriculum specific to the pre- and post-relinquishment needs of expectant and first/birth 
parents. This curriculum should address the need for unbiased options counseling; the types of 
resources that expectant parents need to ensure that they are able to make a choice that is free 
of coercion, the legal aspects of relinquishment; and specific methods for addressing the trauma, 
grief, and loss associated with relinquishment. 

 

¶ Conduct additional research on the practice of prospective adoptive families being present at 
the hospital pre-and post-birth. The results of this study suggest that this practice had a 
significant coercive effect on first/birth mothers that reduced their capacity and willingness to 
ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛƴŘ ƻǊ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ Řƻǳōǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
prospective adoptive parents. Until further research can be conducted, limiting the presence of 
adoptive families at the hospital could help safeguard the rights and well-being of first/birth 
parents. 

 

¶ Institute a best practice guideline that mandates that work with expectant parents and 
prospective adoptive parents should be performed by separate adoption professionals. Dual 
roles within agencies that encompass work with expectant/birth parents and adoptive parents 
may lead to bias and over-identification with one group at the expense of the other. 
 

¶ Institute a best practice guideline that allows expectant parents to attend at least one session 
with adoption professionals prior to the completion of intake paperwork, needs assessments, 
service contracts, or releases of information. Instituting this small change will create an 
environment that is lower in stakes for vulnerable expectant parents and reduce the likelihood 
ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ 
before they have carefully weighed and considered their options. 
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Appendix I: First/Birth Mother Interview Schedule 
 
¶ Please tell me about the day you found out about the pregnancy. 

¶ Thinking more broadly back on that time, how would you describe your life situation in general at 
the time you found you were pregnant? 

¶ Whom did you tell about the pregnancy? When was this? 

¶ Going back to when you first found out about pregnancyτbefore you received any opinion or 
advice from anyone regarding any future decision for your childτwhat were your immediate 
thoughts regarding your choices/options? 

¶ When did you first consider the idea of placing your child for adoption? 

¶ When you made the decision to look into placing your child, what feelings did you have about this 
decision? 

¶ Can you tell me about your experience with reaching out to find out more about adoption? 

¶ Understanding that there may have been a number of circumstances that led to your decision to 
relinquish, who/what would you consider to be the primary deciding factor in relinquishing your 
child for an adoption? 

¶ Do you believe you made a well-informed decision? 

¶ In what ways has your life changed since relinquishing your child? 

¶ If you could go back and make a different choice, would you? 

¶ Thinking about your experience, what advice do you have for adoption professionals who are 
counseling expectant parents? 

¶ What advice, if any, do you have for expectant parents who are considering adoption? 

¶ Is there anything that I have not mentioned that you think is important for us to know or understand 
about the decision-making experience? 
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Appendix II: Adoption Professional Interview Schedule 
 

¶ How long have you worked with expectant and/or birth parents? 

¶ What is your preferred term for women and men who are experiencing a crisis pregnancy? For 
example, do you prefer to use expectant parents, birth parents, natural parents, first parents, etc.? 

¶ Can you tell me about your work with expectant and/or birth parents? 

¶ What is your general approach with clients when you first meet them? 

¶ ²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ άƎƻƻŘέ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΚ 

¶ What protocols, if any, do you have in place to ensure that parents are fully informed about your 
ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ άǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŦƻǊέ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎŜŜƪ ȅƻǳ ƻǳǘΚ 

o Do you think the protocols are adequate to protect the interests of parents who seek your 
services? 

¶ When working with expectant parents who are considering placing their child for adoption, what 
information (written or verbal) do you address with them? 

¶ When you first meet with your clients, what do you consider to be the most important things for 
them to know? Why? 

¶ When you first meet with your clients, what do you consider to be the most important things for 
you to know about them? Why? 

¶ As part of your role, do you provide counseling services to women (and men) who are considering 
placing a child for adoption? 

¶ How prepared do you feel you are to work with this population? 

¶ What trainings or information might be helpful to you in your work with parents who are 
considering placing a child for adoption? 

¶ What challenges or barriers, if any, do you encounter that impact your ability to provide quality 
services to expectant parents? (Note: For example, state regulations, influence of family members, 
agency protocols, etc.) 

¶ In your opinion, do you think that protocols/process that you have in place for discussing options 
with your clients is comprehensive? 

¶ Is there anything that I have not mentioned that you think is important for us to know or understand 
about working with expectant parents? 

 
 

 


