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ETHICS AND ADOPTION
Sharon Roszia M.S.

Throughout history, adoption has always been surrounded by moral judgment, both stigma 
and appreciation. To acknowledge the strength of those moral judgments, we need only think 
of Hester’s scarlet letter “A”, the hiding of pregnant women in Catholic work homes in Eng-
land, the stoning of women in other countries who find themselves pregnant out of wedlock, 
often from rape, or the sequestering of women in the 1940’s, 1950’s and 1960’s in maternity 
homes all over the U.S., where they were kept hidden, their names were changed, and where 
they were prepared to reenter the world after giving up their babies, usually unseen, suppos-
edly “re-virginized.”  

The ethical issues have certainly changed and broadened since I became involved in the adop-
tion community in 1963. At that time we were focused almost totally on the placement of 
babies, and the “business” of adoption was still quite limited, except for a very few attorneys 
completing independent adoptions. With the ability to access birth control through “the pill,” 
the easing of abortion laws, increasing fertility options, and the recognition of birth father 
rights, the ethical dilemmas in adoption practice increased. To further complicate the ethical 
conundrums, we then must add the impact of international adoptions, the placement of chil-
dren at older ages from the child welfare system, high tech reproductions such as surrogacy, 
and the growth of the adoption reform movements.

Adoption work is diverse and complex and, ultimately, this service can help all involved feel 
either devalued or valued by the assessments, decisions, and interventions that occur.

For adopted children and adults, their birth families and their adoptive families, adoption 
is a personal journey. It is influenced to less and more extent over time by society’s beliefs 
about “unwanted” and abused children, unmarried mothers and infertility, the roles and 
rights of fathers, sexuality and reproductive politics, and a whole host of additional issues 
that get wrapped up into the literature, media, law, and policy. Adoption professionals may 
float swiftly along on the overwhelming current of the child welfare system, without taking 
the time to consider our work from historical and ethical perspectives, or how adoption is 
even changing over time. We are aware of the increasing number of children who are wait-
ing for adoptive families, many of these children waiting for adoptive parents who never 
come. Older children and children of color of any age are disproportionately represented. 
The Multi-ethnic Placement Act (MEPA) and the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) repre-
sent opposing values. Adoption practices that include child and family assessment, matching, 
family assessments, and post-placement services, including education and training, are life-
changing activities. But most adoption services are not delivered by either well-trained or 
credentialed professionals who work in accredited public or private agencies. Rarely are there 
program evaluation components.   

In November of 1999, in Anaheim, California, a conference entitled “Ethics and Adoption: 
Challenges for Today and the Future” was sponsored by the Evan B. Donaldson Institute. 
This conference was the culmination of two years of hard work by a committee from across 
the United States comprised of many professionals representing a variety of viewpoints:  
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researchers, bio-ethicists, judges, doctors, social workers, anthropologists, sociologists, and 
members of the adoption community who had a variety of personal experiences. I was privi-
leged to participate as a member of the ethics committee for those two years and to be a 
presenter at the conference.  The conference was very well attended and opened important 
dialogue that continues today.

The major topic areas addressed through panels and work groups included: 
      • The Impact of Adoption on Members of the Triad
      •  Race, Culture and National Origin: The Issues and the Values
      • Money, Power and Accountability: The “Business” of Adoption
      • Infertility and High Tech Reproduction

Most of the ethical dilemmas in adoptions work today fall under these four categories.  
Inherent in these topics is the potential to create stress, resulting in the possibility of burn-out 
and compassion fatigue among professionals who must carefully balance professional ethics, 
religious beliefs, systems’ demands, legal requirements, and research with best practice and 
client needs. 

In an opening address at the above conference, George Annas, J.D., M.P.H., Health Law 
Department, Boston University School of Public Health, Boston, Massachusetts, stated, 

“There is a general tendency in U.S. society to focus on the law, rather than ethics. For exam-
ple, it is common to ask the question “Can I get sued?” rather than, “What is the right thing 
to do?” 

At the same conference, in a general address entitled “Adoption As Social Institution: A 
Matrix of Ethical Dilemmas,” researcher and author, H. David Kirk of the University of 
Waterloo, Canada, stated the following:
 “Adoption has so many facets of deep emotion it is impossible to be free of bias,   
   especially for those with personal links to it.” Later in his address he added,   
 “Change and innovations inevitably produce a variety of often conflicting perspec- 
   tives and standards in societies. Lack of consensus regarding appropriate practices  
   leads to a host of ethical dilemmas. Institution based ethics - ethical codes in the   
   form of consensual customs and laws - attempt to provide society with a guide for  
   ethical conduct. In modern adoption, adoption law attempts to play this role. Much  
   of the current adoption legislation, however, is not always successful in ethically   
   serving its intended beneficiaries.” 

Jim Gritter, MSW, Catholic Human Services, Traverse City, Michigan, a prolific author in 
the field of open adoptions, shared his belief that there are four basic ideas worth embodying 
when working with each other and our clients:
       • “Speak with candor, which is a combination of honesty and kindness.”
       • “Practice openness; prejudice is the opposite of openness and is the essence  
    of closed-mindedness.”
       • “Accept ambivalence; adoption is ambiguous territory.”
       • “Connectedness and imperfection are a part of adoption. The best practices in  
    adoption produce significant connections between people. The best way to



A C T
    Participant 
Resource 
Notebook

 

1-47
ACT
©2005 Kinship Center®  Revised 2009

Permanence 
in Context
Resources

  
    embody this connectedness is to be gloriously imperfect. We connect   
               through a shared sense of imperfection.”

Jim added:  
 “In order to resolve the complex issues that the field of adoption faces today, we need  
   faith - faith in our ideas and the power of those ideas. If we can embody them,      
    while at the same time respect others and be mindful of our shortcomings, then we  
   can move forward and give children the best that we have to offer.”  

Ethics encompass the following two concepts: 

       • Well-based standards of right and wrong that prescribe what humans ought to  
  do, usually in terms of rights, obligations, benefits to society, fairness and  
  specific virtues, including honesty, compassion, and loyalty. 

       • The studying of our own moral beliefs and conduct, so that we strive to   
  ensure that we, and the institutions that we help shape, are reasonable and    
                        solidly based. 

Such principles rest on values that cut across time, culture, politics, religions, and ethnicity.   
There are several approaches to ethics (Velasquez, Andre, Shanks, & Meyer, 1996):  

 1) UTILITARIAN APPROACH

Ethical actions are those that provide the greatest balance of good over evil. We first iden-
tify the various courses of action available to us. Next, we ask who will be affected by each 
action for positive and negative. Third, we choose the action that will provide the greatest 
benefits and do the least harm.  

The ethical action becomes the one that provides the greatest good for the greatest number.

 2) THE RIGHTS APPROACH

The right to truth offers us the greatest chance at choice. The right of privacy as long as we do 
not violate the rights of others. The right not to be injured unless by choice. And there is the 
right to what is agreed, that promises will be kept.

Does the action respect the moral rights of everyone?

3) THE FAIRNESS AND JUSTICE APPROACH

The National Association of Social Workers has a “Code of Ethics” that emphasizes social 
justice, stating that, “Social workers pursue social change, particularly with and on behalf of 
vulnerable and oppressed individuals and groups of people … social workers strive to ensure 
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access to needed information, services, and resources, equality of opportunity; and meaning-
ful participation in decision making for all people” (NASW, 1996, p. 6).
Both favoritism and discrimination are unjust and wrong.

4) THE COMMON GOOD APPROACH

We focus on ensuring that the social policies, social systems, institutions, and environments 
on which we depend are beneficial to all. 

This approach challenges us to recognize and honor the goals we share in common.

5) THE VIRTUE APPROACH

Virtues are attitudes or character traits that enable us to be and to act in ways that meet our 
highest potential. They include honesty, courage, compassion, generosity, fidelity, integrity, 
fairness, self-control, and prudence. Virtues are seen as habits that once acquired become 
characteristic of the person.

The virtuous person is the ethical person.

Madelyn Freundlich, J.D., M.S.W., was the Director of the Evan B. Donaldson Institute at the 
time of the ethics conference.  Madelyn is now with Children’s Rights in New York City. She 
developed and presented an ethical framework for the adoptions community incorporating 
values at the micro, or individual level, and at the macro, or system level:

For the individuals touched by adoption she listed:
       • Respect - worth and dignity
       • Autonomy - ability to make a free and informed decision
       • Knowledge - full disclosure of information upon which a free decision can be  
  made
       • Beneficence - a state of well-being

For the system she listed:
       • Fairness - objectivity
       • Equity - even handedness and equal opportunity
       • Accountability - taking responsibility for and addressing outcomes produced  
  as a result of our practices

Taking into account the various ethical constructs listed previously, what are the steps to ethi-
cal problem solving? Once we have gathered all the facts we can, we should ask ourselves 
five questions:
       • What benefits and what harms will each course of action produce and which  
  will lead to the best overall consequences?
       • What moral rights do the affected persons have and which course of action  
  respects those rights?
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       • Which course of action treats everyone the same, except where there is a  
  justifiable reason not to and does not show favoritism or discrimination? 
       • Which course of action advances the common good?
       • Which course of action develops moral virtues?

In the end, we should clarify the issues, evaluate, taking into account other’s points of 
view, make a decision, implement the course of action, and monitor and modify as needed. 
According to the Josephon Institute on Ethics, it is ethically proper to violate an ethical 
principle only when it is clearly necessary to advance another true ethical principle, which, 
according to the decision maker’s conscience, will produce the greatest balance of good in 
the long run.

Ethical questions we might ask in relation to our adoption practice could include but are  
certainly not limited to:
       • What role does money play in the practice of adoption? Should programs   
  change to chase funding? Should money change hands where the placement  
  of children is concerned?
       • Is it ethical for the adoptive parents to get to decide who the adoptee “gets to  
  keep”  in their life over time?
       • Is an amended birth certificate ethical? Is it ethical to create a government   
  document that replaces the names of the birth parents with the adoptive   
  parents, placing those adoptive parents at the child’s time and place of birth  
  when they were not there? Is it ethical to seal the original birth certificate   
  from the adoptee? 
       • Is it ethical that much of adoptions practice is not truly evidenced based?
       • Is it ethical to withhold information from the people who are parenting a   
  child? Is it ethical to withhold information about the family who is adopting  
  from the birth family? Is it ethical to withhold information from the adult   
  adoptee? Is it ethical to leave the birth father out of the service equation?
       • What does ethical adoption counseling involve for the birth family, the   
  adoptive family, and for the adopted person?
       • Is it ethical to rename a child? Does age at the time of renaming make a  
  difference?
       • Is it ethical for someone to work in any part of the field of adoption without  
  specific educational credentials and/or special training?
       • Who decides who the client is in a case that includes many?
       • Are adoptive parents a resource/team member or a client?
       • How do you decide what is the right decision if what is “good” for one client  
  is not “good” for another?
       • Is adoption fair to all who participate in it? 
       • Does any member of the adoption constellation “owe” anything to anybody  
  else in the constellation?
       • Is it fair to separate siblings?
       • Is it fair to move children from their country of origin to have a family or   
  would it be fair to support them in their country of origin without a family?
       • Is it fair to create a child for the purpose of creating a family?
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When in doubt, we should focus on the needs of the child and then adults should also benefit.  
Adoption is about adaptation, opportunity and choice; adoption is about addition, not subtrac-
tion; adoption changes all the participants forever, intergenerationally. Given that none of us 
has a crystal ball, the more information and support we can give the deciding parties, the bet-
ter the possible outcome can be. 

In a paper delivered at the 6th Australian Conference on Adoption, Brisbane, June 1997, by  
Trevor Jordan, PhD, Director for the Center for the Study of Ethics, Queensland University of 
Technology, entitled “Ethical Issues in Adoption: The Moral Significance of Relationships”, 
Dr. Jordan stated, “From a care perspective, the ethical possibilities lie in our capacity to lis-
ten to the voices of those who are suffering and to respond through sensitive caring practices 
which promote non-volatile judgment, negotiation and understanding.”

This author believes that the work we do as we separate children from families of origin and 
graft them onto new family trees has highly significant repercussions for the people involved 
for generations to come. In my more than 40 years working in the field, I have seen the 
youngsters I placed grow into adulthood and become parents themselves. Clients return again 
and again to explore search options and to deal with the losses that occurred as a result of the 
changes in their lives. They ask me very specific questions about what happened, how people 
were treated in the process and did I feel that all the parties were treated fairly? The adopted 
persons who are teenagers are the most direct as they ask, “How could this have happened 
to me?” Our work as professionals addressing the needs of individuals and families touched 
by adoption is powerful work and highly spiritual in nature.  It calls upon us to be the clear-
est thinking, best trained, most sensitive, humble, and ethical social workers and therapists 
that we can be. That requires our asking many questions of ourselves and our colleagues 
about “right action” and having some measuring devices for our actions. The tools that have 
worked for me are actually based on whether what we are about to do will hold up ethically if 
shown on the national eleven o’clock news, if it was judged by our parents, spiritual leaders 
or our children and whether what we are about to do or say will hold up to scrutiny in years 
to come.  
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