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Reopening Open Adoptions
by Pat Dorner

The following is an excerpt 
from How to Open an Adop-
tion: A Guide for Parents and 
Birthparents of Minors.

When open adoptions occur, 
both the adoptive parents and the 
birth parents who are involved, 
share identities with one another. 
This includes names, addresses 
and phone numbers. In this way, 
staying in touch directly with one 
another is made possible and very 
straightforward. The assumption 
is, that in the planning of the 
adoption, all parties have begun 
to build a relationship with one 
another and that they will want 
to stay in touch through the years. 
This after all, is what guides the 
open adoption practice: a blended 
family is created and everyone 
has the opportunity to benefit as 
in extended families. However, 
we have observed that there are 
situations where contact is lost 
for a variety of reasons. These 
even include those for whom 
friendship seemed to be a signifi-
cant ingredient for a lengthy pe-
riod of time. What happened?

One scenario that we see 
involves people who agreed to 
an open adoption so that there 
would be an adoption. In these 
situations, very little takes place 
once the adoption occurs. When 
it is the adoptive parents who 
withdraw, it seems that the main 
reason has to do with a posses-
siveness of the child mixed with 
a fear of the birthmother. The 
desire to be the “only parents” to 
the child is usually present. This 
behavior is often justified by our 
society where an understanding 
of adoption is limited at best, and 
usually misguided. The message 
often is: “After all, what rights do 
birthparents have? They signed 

their rights away! Why would 
you want to stay in touch?”

Birthparents faced with 
these situations find themselves 
in shock, feeling betrayed by the 
people to whom they entrusted 
their children. They begin to 
examine what effect this might 
have not only on themselves but 
on the children. A huge concern 
often relates to how the adoptive 
parents will handle the topic of 
adoption with their child. What 
kind of messages will be given 
about the birthparents and why 
the adoption took place? Being 
available to participate in the 
child’s life but blocked from do-
ing so, there will be concerns 
about abandonment and rejec-
tion issues so typical in adopted 
persons. In the absence of le-
gally binding agreements, one’s 
word is the essence of these 
adoptions. Rebuilding trust then, 
becomes the focal point when 
contact is reestablished.

It is wise to keep the door 
open by maintaining contact 
in whatever form is possible. 
Frightened people sometimes 
need evidence that their fears 
are unfounded. Communicating 
a commitment to the relation-
ship and your role as a birth-
parent may be one option. We 
know that fear of birthparents 
is typical in our society. Even 
when people have known each 
other face to face, there is a 
vulnerability to being swayed by 
the larger community. Efforts 
to reestablish the link may go 
through many stages from gen-
tle to intense. Sending birthday 
and Christmas greetings is one 
way to document the continued 
desire to be in touch. It is a good 
idea to keep copies of corre-
spondence so as to keep a record 
of one’s efforts.

When birthparents are 
the ones who phase them-
selves out after the adoption, 
it is often related to the grief 
of separating from their child 
and dealing with a new role 
and status in the child’s life. 
To go from the total caregiver 
while the child is in utero, to 
being a non-custodial parent 
is very painful, and for some, 
unbearable. Separating them-
selves from the adoptive fam-
ily becomes a self-protective 
effort in the hopes of making 
the pain more manageable. 
What they often don’t real-
ize is that buried and unad-
dressed grief often shows it-
self in other forms. This may 
show up as general depres-
sion, difficulty in establishing 
close relationships, physical 
problems etc.

There are also birthpar-
ents who are so pleased with 
their choice of adoptive par-
ents, that they feel they are 
no longer important in the 
child’s life. They diminish 
themselves to such a degree, 
that fading out is the outcome. 
The education and counsel-
ing before the adoption even 
takes place is very crucial in 
emphasizing that both sets 
of parents are important for 
this child and that both sets 
have a responsibility to sus-
tain the relationship. Using 
the blended family concept is 
helpful in teaching this. Most 
people know families where 
the children are his, hers and 
ours. The children deal with 
all sorts of relatives. Usually, 
there is encouragement for 
the various family members 
to stay in the picture. Having 
support available, when 
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questions and issues arise, is 
essential. This does not mean 
that families continuously need 
therapists in their lives. Rather, 
supports are there as one walks 
through challenging or scary 
stages of life.

Adoptive parents whose 
birthparents fade out after the 
adoption occurs, express disap-
pointment. They also worry 
about how this will affect their 
child over time. These parents 
know the benefits of a coop-
erative link with birthparents. 
That is why they opted for an 
open adoption in the first place. 
Continuing to invite the birth-
parents into the relationship is 
one avenue to keeping the door 
open. Just  the fact that adop-
tive parents understand why 
birthparents disengage will be 
helpful for all concerned. We 
see a lot of empathy for the 
birthparents’ dilemma and less 
of a judgmental position on the 
part of the adoptive parents. 
This makes it easier for birth-
parents to participate again at 
some other time when they can 
better handle it.
  Life events also play a 
part in stopping the contact 
between adoptive and birth-
families. Sometimes even 
long-standing relationships 
are discontinued because of 
life stages involving education, 
marriage, jobs, and growing 
families. The parting of ways 
may relate to geographical dis-
tance, (we are a mobile society), 
where it takes more work to 
stay in touch.

There are also those who 
lose sight of why the connec-
tion happened in the first place 

- what the issues are that make 
staying connected important. 
Additionally, friends, family 
members or new mates may 
question the value or good 
judgment of this practice. An 
environment not supportive of 
these ties may have the power 

to sever them. People start 
feeling insecure about whether 
they are doing the right thing. 
Support groups and continued 
contact with others in the open 
journey can give these folks the 
encouragement they need to 
stay involved.

The advantage these in-
dividuals have when trying to 
reestablish a relationship after 
some time has passed, is that 
they have each other’s identity. 
This is a great advantage and 
very different from a closed 
adoption where time, energy 
and funds are usually spent in 
just locating the identity of the 
other party.

 As a result of what has 
been discussed so far, there are 
families who make serious ef-
forts to reopen their adoptions. 
Contact has been broken off 
and is now being sought again 
after a time period of silence. 
When the birthparent continues 
to be unwilling to respond yet 
another concern arises. The 
children, who are now older are 
absorbing the silence and usu-
ally interpreting it as rejection. 
There comes a point when the 
hurt is so great that efforts to 
get in touch stop. The children’s 
message may be, “I am not in-
terested any more.” In fact, this 
is a self-protective device to 
avoid further hurt. Emphasizing 
that the birthparent is strug-
gling with her own issues is im-
portant. Children feel rejected 
yet one more time when the in-
vitation to know them is turned 
down.

In these situations pain 
is unavoidable, but  work 
can be done to help the chil-
dren not blame themselves. 
Acknowledging whatever feel-
ings they identify will be im-
portant here. Sometimes a letter 
from the child and the adoptive 
parents to the birthparent helps 
the birthparent understand his 
needs. This will sometimes 

pave the way for further contact.
In like manner, there are 

birthparents who wish to renew 
the contact but who meet resis-
tance. Admittedly, very painful, 
they tend to retreat waiting for 
the child to become an adult 
when an approach could reoccur.

Efforts to build understand-
ing about one’s needs, whether 
the birthparents’ or the adoptive 
families’, sometimes prove fruit-
less. The fact is that sometimes 
there will not be a response or a 
willingness to stay in touch.

We have said that open 
adoption involves maintaining 
bonds as defined by the partici-
pants. So, technically, the adop-
tion once opened is always open 
even during periods of no con-
tact. Still, there is work needed 
to cross paths again establishing 
a current understanding about, 
and with, each other no matter 
how much time has passed.

Many of the topics previ-
ously discussed throughout this 
book, are relevant again as lives 
become intertwined after the 
passage of time. Depending 
on those involved, it may be 
possible  to establish a comfort-
able relationship with ease just 
as we do with old friends that 
we see only occasionally. The 
advantage is that these people 
are stepping into situations that 
are already more familiar than 
those involving closed adop-
tions. The fear and risk factors 
tend to be lower, but in many 
ways similar to those in closed 
adoptions wanting to open them.

It is wise to try to connect 
directly with the person one 
is seeking, to respect privacy. 
While no one can force someone 
to participate, updating the mes-
sage of the open door is a gift. 
Too often assumptions are made 
as to why there has been no 
contact. Rather than spending a 
lot of energy guessing, efforts to 
build something mutually com-



A C T
    Participant 
Resource 
Notebook

 

 

6-30
ACT
©2005 Kinship Center®  Revised 2009

Supporting  
the  

Permanent 
Family

Resources

fortable would be encouraged.
Sometimes all it may take 

is a phone call or a letter to the 
desired person. When that ap-
proach does not succeed because 
of changed names and addresses, 
one may have to pursue a search. 
Adoption professionals and 
search groups are often used in 
these situations. An intermedi-
ary is typically not needed here 
since there have been preexist-
ing bonds. If one wishes to use 
an experienced facilitator, it 
might offer a chance to do some 
groundwork so the whole cycle 
doesn’t keep repeating itself.

How do we minimize these 
situations that cause so much 
anguish? A beginning point is 
to assist all the participants at 
the early stages to learn as much 
as possible about the different 
faces and stages of adoption over 
time. While it is impossible to 
anticipate every angle, a good 
preparation allows for a more 
realistic view of the adoption 
journey. As in many life situa-
tions, we need checkpoints that 
keep us on track.

There are many people that 
wish to handle all facets of their 
lives on their own. That posi-
tion must be respected. If the 
assistance of a professional is 
not going to be used, these in-
dividuals may avail themselves 
of adoption related books and 
resources. Among the books 
that address these matters would 
be Children of Open Adoption, 
The Open Adoption Experience 
and Adoption Without Fear. 
Educational and support groups 
provide another avenue for 
learning.

© 1995. Reprinted with permission from the publisher.

Dorner, P.M. (1997). How to open an adoption: A guide for parents and birthparents of minors. 
  Royal Oak, MI: R-Squared Press.


