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Searching…Reunions…Aftermath
Annette Baran, M.S.W., L.C.S.W. 

Let’s  start  with  making  my  bias  clear. 
I  am  in  favor  of  searching  for  an  adoptee’s 
biological parents. I am even more in favor 
of not having to search because nothing is 
hidden or secret. However, as long as records 
are sealed and identifying information is not 
readily available, I am in favor of manipulat-
ing,  outsmarting  and/or  circumventing  the 
system and getting the information.

I am, however, not some Pollyanna who 
believes that reunions mean living happily 
ever after, nor am I frightened at what peo-
ple who search may find, nor am I in favor 
of giving people wrong information because 
it is a form of protecting individuals from 
harsh truths. One of the old and continuing 
problems is that adoption, as an institution, 
is  riddled with  lies; not malevolent  lies,  cer-
tainly, but perhaps well-intentioned loving 
lies that were mistakenly meant to make 
everything  better;  lies  that were  considered 
necessary  to  reach  certain  goals;  lies  that 
protected everyone supposedly forevermore.

The birth mother and birth father often 
lied because they wanted to make sure their 
baby would get a good home, or because 
they were afraid that the truth would make 
placement difficult. They also often wanted 
to use false names to keep everything hid-
den. No one thought that the adoptee might 
want to find birth parents and how aliases 
would make that difficult or impossible. In 
independent adoptions, it was not unusual 
for arrangements to be made for the preg-
nant woman to go into the hospital using the 
adoptive mother’s name so no legal adoption 
was necessary. This is still going on in for-
eign countries. My friend from India, who 

lives here, went back to Delhi and did just 
that. She stayed away for six months, and 
no one knows the truth. I also know a young 
man who is at a total dead end in searching, 
because here  in Los Angeles,  his mother,  a 
school teacher, afraid her family would not 
accept an adopted member, did exactly the 
same as my friend in Delhi.

The couple who applied to an agency to 
adopt also lied, because they were afraid they 
would be rejected if they told the truth. They 
had to project themselves as great paragons 
of virtue, goodness, wholesomeness, and so 
on. They were correct in their assumptions. 
Agencies were looking for people who had 
no problems and never had had any problems. 
Agencies  didn’t  think  about  the  fact  that 
they were giving couples a problem when 
they  gave  them  a  stranger’s  child  to  raise, 
and that couples who had had problems and 
knew how to cope might be better prepared 
to raise an adopted child. Couples who felt 
uncomfortable or unattracted to a child they 
were offered were afraid to say so, for fear 
they were ruining their chances of ever get-
ting a baby. I knew a woman who was a child 
of Holocaust survivors. When she was of-
fered a baby whose parents were of German 
background, she had an immediate nega-
tive reaction, but was afraid to tell the social 
worker, because that might ruin her chances 
forever.

The social worker lied, because she was 
afraid the couple would reject the baby if 
they heard any bad background information. 
And she was also afraid that she would load 
them with facts that would hurt the adop-
tee’s feelings later on, if told the truth.  She 
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only  described  positives,  rationalizing  that 
the child needed a positive image of his/her 
heritage. She also lied to the adoptive par-
ents, stating with absolute certainty that their 
child would never search if the adoption was 
a good one. She certainly lied to the birth 
mother, telling her that she was giving the 
child out of love, had resolved the experience, 
and could now go on with her life, putting 
the whole thing away forever.

The  adoptee  lied,  because  he  (or  she) 
didn’t want  to hurt  the people who had  res-
cued him, and because of fear of a second 
abandonment if he was too interested in 
his other set of parents.  Adoptees got good 
marks for showing disinterest in their back-
ground, and vowing no interest in searching. 
Many adoptees felt they had to wait until 
their adoptive parents died before searching, 
or made sure they kept their search and re-
union a secret from the adoptive parents.

I think it must be recognized that most 
of the birth parent and adoptee population do 
not search. Why? There are probably many, 
many reasons, but chief among them has to 
be the difficulties inherent in the process, the 
energy and money needed, guilt, fear, lack 
of feeling entitled, and inertia. I did not use 
the word disinterest; certainly there is some 
of that as well, but I don’t think that is a ma-
jor reason.

Also certainly there are those adopted 
persons whose adoptive experience has been 
so devastating that they are trying to find 
a parent or set of parents to nurture them. I 
think they are a small minority. The major-
ity of searchers are not looking for a mother 
or father. They are, in my view, looking for a 
missing piece of themselves. 

There is a difference, I believe, when 
the searcher is the birth parent. Whereas the 
adoptee is not usually looking for a parent, I 
think the birth mother (and/or birth father) is 
unconsciously looking for the lost child. Even 
when the initial searcher is the adoptee, when 
a reunion is effected, the birth parent often 
receives and perceives this as a way to repar-
ent the child. Since a significant percentage 
(as high as 38 percent) of birth mothers never 
marry or have other children, they are in re-
ality emotionally reclaiming their child. Even 
for those who have had other children, the 
other children never replace the one relin-
quished, and the situation is similar. Because 
of this difference between the perceptions of 
adoptee and birth parent, the reunion process 
may encounter difficulties, which we will re-
turn to later.

There are certain truisms that surround 
the search. Two we have already mentioned: 
adoptees search to find themselves, and birth 
parents try to recapture parenting the child. 
Now a few more: adoptive parents remain 
fearful  of  losing  their  child’s  love,  and  also 
fear their  child, given the opportunity, will 
leave them for the “natural” parents. Even 
when the adoptive parents are supposedly in 
favor of helping their child search, they have 
a limited image of  what the reunion will be 
like, and they hope to maintain some control 
of the relationship. Another truism: the re-
union does not weaken the adoptive family 
relationship;  on  the  contrary,  it  is  a  power-
ful  tool  in  the  adoptee’s  realization  that  the 
rearing family is the close attachment, and 
that birth family members are essentially 
strangers whose roles are often ill-defined or 
need time and care to solidify into workable 
relationships. 
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There is no other relationship like that 
of  the  relinquished  child/adult  and  the  re-
linquishing  birth  parent  or  parents.  Other 
relationships can be described in terms that 
use other models to make it understandable, 
but it is not so for the reunion after the search 
in adoption situations. I have heard many 
birth mothers speak of their great love for the 
child they relinquished. What do they love? 
The memory of the pregnancy and delivery, 
the sight and maybe holding of the newborn, 
the farewell, and then years of dreaming and 
imagining and yearning? That is certainly a 
kind of special, inviolate, perfect love, but it 
has little to do with the  grown person of the 
reunion.

The adoptee has separate fantasies, and 
probably a more complicated, layered feel-
ing toward the birth mother and father, with 
more anger and resentment and despair wo-
ven throughout. It is hard for the adoptee 
to put together the young, desperate birth 
mother  at  the  time  of  relinquishment  with 
the mature older person at the time of the re-
union. It is hard for the adoptee to accept the 
change in cultural mores and to believe that 
the birth mother felt truly unable to raise a 
child born out of wedlock alone.

Another truism: even if the reunion does 
not make life beautiful for the participants, 
it is valuable and meaningful and finally, 
on one or another level, good to have been 
undertaken.

Is there any way to predict which 
adoptees  or  birth  parents  will  search? 
Probably not with any great accuracy, but 
certain things are clear. Some people have 
to solve mysteries, have to have answers to 
questions.  They  are  by  nature  greater  risk-
takers and searchers in all avenues of their 
life. Other people are more timid and fearful, 

or eager to preserve peace, or satisfied with 
the  status quo. They would  rather  let  things 
be without disturbing the surface or stirring 
up the broth. I think that if I were adopted, I 
would have to search. I am sort of a trouble-
maker, a wave maker. I like to travel to exotic 
places, even if they are a little scary. In my 
youth I enjoyed saying outlandish things and 
being sort of a radical. It’s all part of the same 
personality profile.

If I had relinquished a child, would I go 
searching? That’s a bit harder  to answer, be-
cause birth mothers for many years did not 
feel they had any rights. They were indoc-
trinated with the notion that they had made 
a decision and had to stick with it. The way 
the script read was that the adoptive parents 
agreed to adopt, birth parents agreed to re-
linquish;  only  the  adoptee  has  the  right  to 
go looking for his or her origins. Many birth 
parents were also stuck with the feeling that 
society did it to them, that they were some-
how  forced  to  relinquish  against  their  real 
desires. Since they were not able to accept 
real responsibility in the decision-making 
process, they often remained stuck on the 
plateau of powerless rage.

Early in my conversion from adoption 
professional to adoption iconoclast, I be-
lieved that only adoptees over the age of 18 
had the right to search. Slowly I accepted 
the notion that birth parents had equal rights, 
and I also stopped being afraid of intruding  
on the birth parents’ lives. I began to realize 
that birth parents were the hidden group who 
didn’t know whether their children were dead 
or alive, and finding them or giving them the 
right to find their relinquished offspring was 
a great gift. I also came to believe that open-
ing closed adoptions at any time was a good 
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idea, and that one did not have to wait until 
any arbitrary age.

Finally, let’s get on to the search. Many 
adolescents become obsessed with wanting 
to search, but it is generally accepted that 
most of them don’t have the glue to stay with 
the process. It is far more of a rebellious no-
tion as part of their path toward separation 
and individuation. The adoptee has this one 
more weapon than the non-adoptee in his ar-
senal for severing that umbilical cord. 

However, there are adopted folk who 
knew all their lives that when they grew up, 
they would search and find their roots. They 
never deviated from that plan. They are not 
the rule, but rather the exceptions, I think. It 
is rather accepted that most serious searchers 
are women, not men, adoptees, and that they 
reach the serious stage when they marry, be-
come parents, or contemplate parenthood. In 
my experience, men adoptees usually have a 
strong motivated spouse pushing them into 
searching. One might conjecture that for the 
adopted woman or wife of an adopted man, 
the notion of motherhood evokes the image  
of the first birth mother experiencing child-
birth, and facing the notion of relinquishment. 
Until that stage in the adoptee’s life, that im-
age of the birth mother has not presented 
itself that clearly. The strong feelings evoked 
by gestating, birthing, and bonding finally 
make the adoptee stop and suddenly relate 
to what it must have been like for that birth 
mother. Adoptees have described that wak-
ening as powerful and poignant. They also 
for the first time have someone, their own 
child, who is their blood relative, who may 
look like them.

The steps in the search deserve some 
consideration. First there is the awakening 

desire to search, which becomes more 
pressing as  time goes on;  then  the decision 
to search, the efforts to find out how, the 
commitment to engage in the tedious work 
associated  with  searching;  the  continued 
frustration, exhaustion, and times of hiatus, 
disgust, and despair; reengagement in the ef-
fort; and finally  the success of bridging the 
secret, finding the information, and knowing 
that it is possible to make the contact at last.

There are, of course, those who do not 
succeed and flail around because they have 
no access to the information they seek. For 
some it is a solitary affair with professional 
help. For others it may involve becoming part 
of search groups and meeting and knowing 
others who feel the same way.

Recently I spoke at a triad group, one I 
had been at before. They asked me to speak 
about angry adoptees and good adoptees. We 
decided that all adoptees were probably an-
gry, but some masqueraded as good, and hid 
their anger well. The group had both birth 
parents and adoptees, and that evening they 
invited adoptive parents to attend. Usually 
this group bars them, because they feel inhib-
ited with their presence. One of the adoptees 
at the meeting has had the necessary infor-
mation for months, but she is not ready to 
contact her birth mother, and the others don’t 
understand her reluctance. Particularly, the 
searchers who can’t get the information look 
at her and let her know that if they had the 
information, they would call immediately. 
But  they don’t  have  the  information,  so  it’s 
easy for them to take that position.

There are not just angry adoptees, there 
are also angry birth parents. They are usually 
the ones who are having trouble establishing 
a relationship with their birth child. They are 
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the ones who feel the adoptive family has all 
the power, and they have none.

In the search period, there is great help 
available,  from professional  searchers  (who 
may have  started out  as  amateur  searchers/
adoptees and have learned enough to make 
a career out of  their  self-taught knowledge) 
and from other members of  the triad, who 
provide aid, empathy, sympathy, encour-
agement, excitement, and ideas. They are 
all virtual Sherlock Holmeses or Hercule 
Poirots, so smart and shrewd and creative in 
their search. Both adoptees and birth parents 
have told me how meaningful these groups 
were in establishing for them the basic feel-
ing that they were not alone in their needs 
and yearnings. Deep, good friendships have 
grown out of these groups.

In the search there may occur an in-
credible number of coincidences that belie 
the imagination. My favorite perhaps is the 
38-year-old adopted woman I know who 
is very mystical. She put an ad in the Los 
Angeles Times personal section, identifying 
herself, whatever birth name she had access 
to, her birthdate and place, and asked anyone 
who might know her birth mother to reply. I 
have  to emphasize  that  I know  this  to be a 
true story. Her birth mother had confided in 
one person, and one person only. That per-
son read the personal column that day, saw 
that ad, and contacted the adoptee, which 
led to the reunion. To me this was a stagger-
ing occurrence—but not to the adoptee.

A year and a half ago, I participated in a 
conference in Vancouver, British Columbia, 
organized  because  Canada  passed  a  law 
opening sealed records with the help of the 
government agencies. The planners felt a 
need for this meeting because they knew 
that many adoptees and birth parents were 

foundering in and emotionally unstrung by 
the reunion experience. They felt that they 
needed to develop guidelines to help mem-
bers of the triad cope with the realities of 
reunion. We gave workshops dealing with all 
the pre- and post-search and pre- and post-
reunion issues from the point of view of all 
involved, including the extended families of 
the birth and adoptive relatives.

The search may be difficult, frustrating, 
depressing, and on and on, but the reunion is 
really the frightening eye of the storm to deal 
with. That is why that young lady who has all 
the information she needs is sitting without 
going any further. I am sure that all of you 
can give me ten reasons to be fearful and wor-
ried. Without any question, for me, the main 
reason is clearly fear of rejection. This is true 
for both adoptee and birth parent. Let us  re-
member that the adoptee has already lived 
with the feeling that the birth parent rejected 
him or her initially, abandoned that baby who 
was unworthy of being kept; or however that 
relinquishment  was  integrated  and  internal-
ized. To try again and to worry that the same 
scenario will be repeated is something you 
can hear from every adoptee in one form 
or another. The birth mother or father fears 
rejection, but a bit differently. Most of them 
could consciously tell you that what they did 
was unacceptable, and they have never for-
given themselves for giving away their child, 
even though they may also feel they had no 
choice  and  it  was  someone  else’s  pressure. 
They assume that their offspring hates them, 
perceives them as bad and sinful and unwor-
thy, and will not welcome their arrival on the 
scene. So both parties are fearful of not being 
welcome.

Furthermore,  they  don’t  know  how  to 
make the connection, because it is such a 
sensitive issue, and the initial words and 
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way of introducing the relationship seem 
so difficult to effect. There are many sce-
narios written in the triad groups, many do’s 
and  dont’s,  and much  hyperventilating  and 
sweaty palms before, during, and after. The 
ability to make the contact one-on-one with-
out involving other people is crucial in the 
minds of many. To have to go through par-
ents, siblings, or others makes it that much 
more complicated. There are so many fanta-
sies about the meeting and the feelings that 
are far above any normal piece of reality. As 
I mentioned earlier, there is nothing to relate 
this relationship to in previous experience. 
It stands all alone, and therefore, without 
a counterpart, the road is often pitted, de-
toured, foggy, and unlit. 

Some people favor using an intermedi-
ary  to make  the  original  contact; most  feel 
it is too personal and sensitive to be given 
to another to do. Having learned from expe-
rienced adoptees and birth parents, I have 
become rather adept at advising people 
about important things to focus on. Certain 
feelings appear to be constant during the re-
union process.

The first one or several contacts are 
very “iffy” and “scary,” and finally when the 
searcher’s whole body is submerged into the 
icy or boiling water, there is relief and breath-
ing returns a bit to normal. Some reunions 
are rushing, pell-mell adventures; others are 
slow, measured and tentative; some reunions 
are very brief and never go anywhere after 
a few meetings. However, certain things 
are pretty universal. If a reunion is meeting 
everyone’s expectations and  there  is elation 
and euphoria, there will be a wonderful hon-
eymoon period beyond expectations. I can 
absolutely guarantee that following the hon-
eymoon there will be a period of snakes in 

paradise, small and large areas of difficulty, 
and need for continuous adjustment, read-
justment, and reality testing. The start of the 
reunion is not necessarily any indication of 
the future of the relationship.

The parties to the reunion are also not 
necessarily at all equal  in  their perceptions, 
expectations, and modes of operation. Just 
as adoption is now considered a lifelong pro-
cess, this is a part of that life process, and its 
development can go on with starts and stops 
and realignments for decades. Not only are 
the main participants affected by the reunion, 
but all of the extended families on all sides 
are also affected.

If all of this is true, why do I think re-
unions are so good? You have a right to ask 
that  question.  Even  though  there  are many 
problems and frustrations, I don’t know any 
party to reunion who does not feel that the 
reunion was valuable, a valid pursuit, and 
worth repeating. So while reunion is a brief 
piece of the action, post-reunion is a lifetime. 
Some folks really do finally arrive at a solid, 
meaningful relationship of whatever intensi-
ty works for them. Some folks agree to abort 
and see the reunion as answering questions 
and meeting needs, but feel no reason to con-
tinue. Some folks feel distantly connected 
and  maintain  a  good  acquaintance,  a  holi-
day-card, happy-birthday relationship. Some 
folks arrive too late for the main connections, 
because the birth parent or parents are dead, 
and so settle for finding out about the family. 
For a growing number of adoptees, sibling 
relationships  are  easier  than  parent/child 
ones. Just as adoption severs a connection, 
reunion cannot put it back together again the 
way it was before the amputation took place.

In working with people who are con-
templating searching and reuniting, it is 
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important for the therapist to try to ground 
the  patient/client  in  reality.  It  is  important 
to explore expectations and help scale them 
down to a more usable and workable path of 
growing connections. It is important to find 
out what the person thinks she or he wants 
from the relationship, and then what his or 
her hidden agenda is. It is extremely impor-
tant to be very clear that there is not way to 
undo all the years of separation, and nothing 
makes up for that disconnection. Underlying 
feelings of blame, rage, anger, guilt, fear, 
and titillation will all be present in some 
degree.

The reunion is the best breeding ground 
for runaway acting-out behavior, where im-
pulses are racing without any brakes being 
applied. One of the hidden, whispered-about 
areas between parent and child of  opposite 
sexes is sexual attraction, frightening, excit-
ing, toyed with, and unfortunately, too often 
acted-out, with difficult and sometimes di-
sastrous  consequences.  In  the  general 
population,  father/daughter  incest  is  more 
common  than  mother/son  incest.  It  is  my 
opinion that in reunion situations, the op-
posite is true. It’s not difficult to understand. 
Most reunions are initially with the mother, 
and all the fantasies for years have been 
much more about the mother, the good and 
bad mother who abandoned the child. Not 
everyone agrees with me, but I think that 
just as rape is not sexual attraction, but rath-
er a form of violence that uses that mode, I 
think the consuming rage of some adoptees 
is covered with the film of genetic sexual at-
traction. I think that it is one good way to 
gain revenge against the mother and to de-
stroy her. However, there are certainly other 
examples of truer genetic sexual attraction. 
The birth mother is often much younger 
than  the adoptive mother;  the difference  in 

age between the adoptee and birth mother 
may be only fifteen or so years. The birth 
mother, if young and sexy in appearance, and 
so loving and vulnerable, offers an irresistible 
love-object. To the birth mother, if the son re-
minds her of the birth father and reawakens 
old images of that lusty time, it is also a rather 
irresistible situation, without all the taboos of 
family life.

I think that the therapist has a very strong 
directive role to play in such potential situa-
tions. I have seen the consequences, and they 
are frightening, potentially lethal, and irre-
versible.  Generally  speaking,  the  therapist 
should represent caution on all levels, with 
relined brakes offered at every juncture. One 
small example that I have learned is that is it 
good  to  emphasize  that  the  people  meeting 
are reality strangers, even if not fantasy ones. 
It is far better to go slowly, or as slowly as 
possible. Staying in the home of the birth par-
ent or adoptee is not a good idea. Relief from 
the intensity of the connection period together 
must be available. Neither party should coerce 
or pressure, but when that happens, the other 
party should be given complete permission 
to withstand and to withdraw temporarily or 
more permanently, if the situation is too com-
plicated and frightening. If there is a self-help 
group available, it is an excellent adjunct to 
recommend.

Finally, the reunion, as has been already 
mentioned, does not stand alone. While it 
would be nice to focus on one area at a time, 
that is not the nature of the beast. I remem-
ber a birth mother who didn’t  tell  anyone  in 
her family or even her closest friends about 
her daughter finding her, and her daughter 
became enraged at being considered a dirty 
secret. I have known many adoptive families, 
emotionally undone and frightened by the 
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reunion, who put the adoptee in a, “Who do 
you  love  more,  who  do  you  choose?”  bind. 
The other children of the birth mother or fa-
ther may feel slighted and ignored while the 
passion of the new relationship is on center 
stage. The spouse of the adoptee or birth par-
ent may exhibit great jealousy after initial 
support, because his or her limit has been 
reached. The siblings and other relatives of 
each family may all put in the two cents to 
further complicate the situation.

Finally, the sands sift down, and there 
is a rapprochement. Because the terrors are 
over, the dangers are diminished, and the 
families go on enriched, or at least not de-
stroyed. Mainly, the principals in the drama 
have met some unmet needs, found some 
missing pieces, and started to heal the old 
wounds that were festering without every de-
veloping new skin.

As therapists, working with triad 
members during these difficult times is 
challenging. It demands that you retain your 
judgement and not be carried away by the ex-
citement of the experience. It means that you 
need to counsel your clients and  patients to 
take time to explore feelings, to leave doors 
open, and to walk carefully through the tan-
gled terrain.
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