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Open Adoption Birthparent

Involving Birthfathers in Open Adoptions
SPRING 1996
by Brenda Romanchik
Even in the world of open 

adoption, where birth families 
and adoptive families can 
have honest, open relation-
ships, most birthfathers are 
not very involved in the adop-
tion. One reason for this is 
that some adoptive parents 
are reluctant to welcome the 
birthfather into the family. 
Many others feel that their 
primary responsibility is to 
the birthmother or that the 
birthfather’s involvement is 
not as important.

Whether it is the adoptive 
parents’ choice or the birth-
mother’s, the decision to ex-
clude the birthfather begins 
early in the process. In most 
cases, it is the birthmother 
that makes most of the deci-
sions, including choosing the 
adoptive couple. It is no sur-
prise then that the adoptive 
family would feel more loyal 
to the birthmother. In addition, 
many adoption facilitators ex-
clude the birthfather from the 
process, looking at him as an 
obstacle or an inconvenience.

As birthmothers, we often 
have a great deal of influ-
ence on how involved the 
birthfather will be with the 
adoptive family, and how 
comfortable those relation-
ships will be. An adoptive 
mom once told me that the 
birthmother “made us prom-
ise not to have anything to do 
with him.” This birthmother 

is doing her best to prevent 
a relationship between the 
birthfather and the child and 
to keep the adoptive parents 
from feeling comfortable 
with establishing a relation-
ship with him.

In most cases, the 
reason the adoptive par-
ents decide to exclude the 
birthfather are not as obvi-
ous. In some instances, a 
birthmother’s negative com-
ments about the birthfather 
may be all it takes to keep 
the adoptive parents from 
reaching out. In other cases, 
the birthmother may just re-
fuse to talk about him at all.

Birthmothers who are 
not supportive of the birth-
father’s relationship with 
their child need to figure out 
why they feel that way. Cer-
tainly there are situations 
in which birthmothers may 
feel justified in excluding the 
birthfather. These situations 
include when the child was 
conceived by rape, where 
the birthmother has exper-
ienced physical and emo-
tional abuse at the hands of 
the birthfather, and in cases 
of severe substance abuse, 
there is undoubtedly cause 
for concern. In most cases, 
however, it is not so easy to 
justify excluding the birthfa-
ther.

Birthmothers often are 
quite angry at the birthfa-

ther.  One birthmother 
said to me, “He’s such a 
jerk, he doesn’t deserve 
to be involved.” Certainly, 
most birthmothers feel at 
one point or another that 
the birthfather has disap-
pointed them and failed 
to live up to their expecta-
tions. In other cases, the 
birthfather may have said 
something really uncaring 
or thoughtless or made 
promises that they did not 
keep.

No matter how big the 
disappointment or how 
uncaring a birthfather may 
seem, it is important to 
look at the motivations 
behind the birthfather’s 
behavior. Much of what 
appears to be deliberate, 
hurtful, actions may, in 
fact, be reactions. Many 
birthfathers respond out 
of fear, ignorance or im-
maturity. Birthfathers also 
experience the shock, de-
nial, guilt and anger that 
most of us have felt at the 
news of an unplanned 
pregnancy. They may also 
be dealing with pressure 
put on them by family and 
friends.

Ultimately, you need 
to ask yourself, “Is he 
really a jerk or did he just 
act that way?” With time, 
fear subsides and people 
grow up. A birthfather 
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who acted carelessly, isn’t 
necessarily going to act 
that way for the rest of his 
life

Matthew’s 
birthfather

My experience was 
not that different from 
many birthmothers. Mat-
thew’s birthfather said, and 
did, some inconsiderate, 
thoughtless things, and 
did not call or write me as 
often as I would have liked 
(we lived 3,000 miles away 
from each other during 
most of the pregnancy).

Deep down, however, 
I knew he was a decent, 
caring guy. So, after every 
visit I had with Matthew 
those first few years, I 
would call or write him. I 
wanted him to know how 
much he was missing by 
not being involved. Slowly, 
he has developed his own 
relationships with Matthew 
and his family, first through 
cards and videos, then 
visits at least once a year. I 
like to think that my support 
of Matthew’s birthfather 
has played a part in the re-
lationship he and Matthew 
have today.

Matthew’s birthfather 
has benefitted from this 
relationship, but my first 
thought was for Matthew. 
Just as I never wanted 
him to feel that I did not 
love him, or that I rejected 
him, I also did not want 
him to have those feelings 
about his birthfather. I also 
wanted him to be able to 

see parts of himself in both 
of us - to be able to identify 
with all the different influ-
ences in his life.

Many adoptees in 
closed adoptions talk about 
the need to know who they 
look like, to be able to look 
in the mirror and see the 
similarities they share with 
their birth families. In his 
book, Adoption: Philosophy 
and Experience, Randy 
Severson talks about the 
need we have to find the 
physical similarities we 
share with those we are ge-
netically related to.
  Likewise, many adoptees 
look for shared interests, 
talents, and temperaments. 
An involved birthfather 
expands the world of pos-
sibilities of an adopted child. 
Matt’s birthfather once sent 
him a video of himself doing 
a stand-up comic routine in 
a local comedy club. Matt 
not only thought that this 
was a pretty cool thing for 
his birthfather to do, but 
it became a possibility for 
him. After seeing the tape, 
he talked about becoming a 
comedian himself.

A child can never be 
loved too much. As birth-
mothers we need to resolve 
our feelings of anger and 
disappointment towards the 
birthfather to be able to in-
vite them into a relationship 
with the child. We need to 
acknowledge to ourselves 
and the adoptive parents 
that birthfathers are impor-
tant to our children.

“A child can never  
be loved 
too much.”

Brenda Romanchik is the Director of 
Insight: Open Adoption Resources and 
Support, an organization dedicated to 
providing triad members, professionals 
and the general public with information 
on open adoption. She is also the author 
of “A Gift of Myself,” “Birthparent 
Grief,” “Being a Birthparent,” “What 
is Open Adoption?,” “Your Rights and 
Responsibilities” and “A Birthparent’s 
Book of Memories.” She lives in Royal 
Oak, MI with her husband and children, 
Katarina and Daniel. Her birthson, Matt, 
is 18 years old. 

She can be reached at:
721 Hawthorne
Royal Oak, MI 48067
Phone / Fax 248-543-0997

Expectant parent / Birthparent Resource 
line: 877-897-0669

Website:  
www.openadoptioninsight.org
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