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This booklet is one of a series prepared and published by Barnardo's Adoption Advice Service and the Council of Irish 

Adoption Agencies. The series is designed to provide general guidelines for all those seeking information and/or contact 

with their families of origin. It may also be useful to adoptive parents who wish to have more information on the tracing and 

reunion process. This booklet does not offer an interpretation of the law in respect of adoption or related matters. 

Advice should be sought if you feel you need help with legal or other issues. 

A list of useful addresses and contact points is provided at the end of this booklet. A booklist is also included.
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INTRODUCTI 

In the past the granting of an adoption order generally meant that contact with the 
adoption agency ceased. As more and more people return to agencies seeking information 

a new openness has developed and agencies welcome contact from anyone involved in 

the original adoption process. 

  

Many people hoping to obtain information concerning their families of origin or to meet 

their birth mother/father have questions on the possible outcomes that may arise from 
their search. This booklet seeks to offer some information and help in this area. Although 
it is written primarily for people who were adopted, fostered or raised in residential care, es 
it may also answer some of the queries of birth families and adoptive families who wish to 

know more about the subject. 

The order in which the list of possible outcomes is presented is not intended to indicate 

that any one outcome is more likely than another. 

MY SOCIAL WORKER HAS AGREED TO TRY AND 
CONTACT MY BIRTH FAMILY. WHAT MIGHT HAPPEN NEXT? 
There are a number of possible outcomes to consider: 

1. Found and wishes to meet 
Your birth mother has been located and wishes to meet with you. This is the positive 
outcome you had hoped for. It is important to know that issues can arise that can have a 

bearing on any future meeting. Among these are: 

e Your birthparents may have married each other. This is not uncommon and it can be a 

source of great joy to all concerned. It can also raise issues which both birthparents 

need to consider in the new circumstances. You may have full-blood siblings who may 

need to come to terms with your birth and adoption. Your adoptive parents may also 

need to accept this new reality and it is good if all the people involved get a chance 

to fully voice any issues that arise. 

e Your birth mother's husband/partner/family do not know of your birth. In the past, 

births outside of marriage were often concealed because of a real fear of the social 

stigma that was experienced by mothers of children born in such circumstances. 

Many birth mothers believe they were encouraged to keep that ‘secret’, even from life 

long partners. It is easy to imagine the difficulties that can arise within a longterm 

relationship where trust is an essential element, if one partner reveals a ‘secret’ that 

seems to breach that trust. Also, some birth parents experience difficulties in telling 

their other children about a ‘baby’ placed for adoption. They can be concerned that 

such information will cause their children, whether adult or not, to take a ‘different’ 

view of their parents and to judge them and find them wanting. This is not a likely 

outcome, but it can be of great concern to birth parents. 

e = Your birth mother may have difficulty in telling you about your conception and birth, 

and the consequent decision to place you for adoption, because: 

- your birth parents may have had a very short relationship or a very stormy 

relationship.  



- your birth mother may have had more than one child born outside of marriage and 

may have placed them for adoption or have been able to raise them herself. 

- your birth mother may be uncertain as to the identity of your father and may be very 

embarrassed by this. 

- your birth father may be a close family relative. 

- your birth mother may have been raped, either by a stranger or by someone known 

to her. 

- your birth mother may have conceived you as a result of an extra marital 

relationship. 

None of these circumstances are in themselves unique or necessarily difficult but they can 

have an impact on all the parties when a reunion is being considered. 

2. Difficult/Impossible to find your Birth Mother 

It may not be possible for the social worker to find your birth family. 

e because of the length of time that has elapsed since the agency had contact with your 

birth mother and the difficulty in approaching other family members who may not 

know of your birth. 

e because the birth family may have moved from the original address or have emigrated 

and a forwarding address may not be available. 

e because incorrect or incomplete identifying information may be contained on the 

agency record which may be very short. This is more likely to be so in respect of older 

records from the 1930's, 40's, 50's and 60's and those records generally contain very 

little information. 

3. Unable/Unwilling to meet you 
One possible outcome is that the birth mother may be unable/unwilling to meet you at 

this time. There are many reasons why this may be so and some of the more common 

reasons are outlined below: 

e — your birth mother may not have told anyone else about your birth and may fear the 

reaction of her husband/partner or family if she discusses it with them. 

e your birth mother may not wish to inform her family about the request to meet with 

her and may not be in a position to travel to a meeting without their knowledge, for 

example, because of age, disability or some similar reason. 

e your birth mother may have found the crisis created by her pregnancy so painful that 

she has blocked it out of her mind over many years and may find it too painful to let 

it enter her thoughts now. 

Either party to a meeting must have a choice concerning their attendance. Likewise you 
may decide not to proceed to a meeting if you are approached on behalf of your birth 

mother. 

WHAT CAN I DO? 
If your birth mother is unable/unwilling to meet you, you may wish to discuss some or all 
of the following with your social worker: 

e is it possible to know fully why your birth mother has chosen this course of action? If 

the reasons behind a decision are known it can make it easier to accept that decision. 
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e is it possible to meet with the person who approached your birth mother to get a first 

hand account of her reasons for being unable to proceed now ? This person may also 

be able to give you other details concerning your birth mother and some people have 

found this helpful. 

e can your birth mother be asked to write you a letter explaining her decision and also 

why she originally decided on adoption for you? 

e seek as much background information as you can to answer your questions about 

your birth family. 

e seek support for yourself in dealing with this outcome. Can you meet with others for 

whom this has also been the outcome? 

Some birth mothers do change their decision if they have the time to come to terms with 
an approach for a meeting. Also, their circumstances may change and allow them to reach 

a different decision. However, some birth mothers fail to change their initial decision not 

to meet and this can be very difficult to accept. 

Counselling can be very helpful if this is the outcome of your search. 

4. Death 

The agency may discover that your birth mother has died in the intervening years. Many 
people find this very difficult to accept. Great sadness and disappointment may be 
experienced. Depending on the circumstances, it may be possible for you to get some 

further information if that is the outcome of your search. Discuss with your social worker if 
any of the following are possible: 

e is it possible to hear more about your birth mother and her life from someone who 

knew her well ? 

e is it possible to meet any other family members ? This may depend on whether or 

not any family member was aware of your birth. 

e is it possible to get some photographs of your birth mother ? 

e is it possible to visit your birth mother's grave to allow you to say “Farewell” in your 

own way ? 

All of the above need to be handled with sensitivity as any approach to family members 
may re-open their pain and grief following the bereavement. 

PREPARATION FOR REUNION. 

This section suggests some pointers you may find useful if the first stage of searching has 
resulted in your birth mother being found and that she wishes to meet you. 

Time is now needed for everyone concerned in the search process to work through the 
issues that may arise. It is critical that at every stage, each person feels able to maintain 
some control over events and to make decisions about proceeding to the next stage. 

The following steps can be useful before a first meeting: 

e exchange of information - this can include a resumé of life events since the adoption 

placement. This can be useful in bringing each party up-to-date and in providing a 

working brief about each other as a first step to any meeting. It can be helpful to 

exchange this information through a social worker. Be clear about the information 

that is being shared. 
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e exchange of letters, photographs, tapes, videos, perhaps before any first meeting. 
Photographs or videos are a very real way of knowing the person we are meeting. 
Letters give opportunities to ask/answer some questions, to build on the information 
we have and to test out any assumptions. Remember, not everyone finds writing easy. 

e it is generally advised that first names only are used in letters at this point, and that 
identifying details are not given. It is easier to share identifying information when 
both parties are happy with the developing relationship than to seek to withdraw 
information already shared. Clarify with your social worker if letters are read by them 
before being passed on. 

PLAN FOR A FIRST MEETING. 

The following brief guidelines are offered and should be agreed by all concerned: 

Venue 

Should be private. 

Who should be there? 
Initial meeting should be with birth mother or birth parents, where they married each 
other. It is important that an opportunity is created for the two or three people directly 
concerned to meet each other first. 

How long? 
This is hard to define, but generally 2 hours is a good rule of thumb. Within that time, the 
social worker can check with the participants that they are comfortable with the process. 

What else? 
Attention should be paid to the following: 

¢ Arrival times for the first meeting. Be sure you don’t meet in the reception area of a 
building. / 

¢ Have the social worker make a full introduction and break the ice. 

* Do not bring large expensive gifts. A small gift can be appreciated but is not essential. 
e Everyone will be nervous. Be yourself, use first names and try to relax. 

* Consider bringing along some photographs - they can prompt conversation. 

e Be aware of each other's need for privacy and do not force discussion on difficult 
issues in a first meeting, if your hope is for further contact. 

* Be aware of the need for the first meeting to end in a planned way. One or other party 
can leave first so the leave-taking is not prolonged. 

¢ Mutually agree to contact the social worker to arrange further meetings if desired. 

¢ Arrange some support for yourself. It is generally not a good idea to rush back into 
everyday life from a first meeting. Take a few hours out either by yourself or with a 
friend/family. 

The first meeting can be disappointing for one or both parties, particularly where one or 
other has expectations of a warm relationship that is not shared by the other party. At 
each stage, you may need some support and/or a chance to reflect on the information you 
are getting. Your social worker will provide support for you and may be able to put you in 
touch with others who have had experiences similar to your own. 
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SOME USEFUL READING 

Search and reunion 

CHILDREN'S SOCIETY PREPARATION FOR REUNION 

Adopted people, adoptive parents and birth parents tell their stories. 

Children’s Society 1994, London. 

FARRELLY Conway Eileen SEARCH AND REUNION IN THE ADOPTION TRIANGLE 

Occasional Paper 3 from Dept. of Social Studies, Trinity College, Dublin 2. 

GEDIMAN, Judith & BROWN, Linda BIRTHBOND 

Re-unions between parents and adoptees 

New Horizon Press USA 1989 

McCOLM, Michelle ADOPTION & REUNION 

Second Story Press Ontario, Canada 1993 

McMILLAN, Ros, IRVING, Gwen HEART OF REUNION 

Some experience of re-union in Scotland 

Barnardo's, Essex, England 

SANDERS, Patricia & SITERLY, Nancy SEARCH AFTERMATH AND ADJUSTMENTS 

Novels with Adoption Theme FORSTER Margaret 

BAINBRIDGE, Beryl SHADOW BABY 

AN AWFULLY BIG ADVENTURE Chatto & Windus U.K. 1995 

Duckworth, U.K. 1992 GEE Maggie 

CARTER Angela WHERE ARE THE SNOWS? 

WISE CHILDREN Heinemann, U.K. 1992 

Chatto & Windus U.K 1992 HOUGAN Carolyn 

FORSTER Margaret BLOOD RELATIVE 
THE BATTLE FOR CHRISTABEL Headline, London 1992 

Chatto & Windus U.K. 1992 MARGOLIS Seth 

THE OTHER MOTHER 

Headline, London 1993 

USEFUL ADDRESSES AND CONTACT POINTS: 

The Adoption Board 
Shelbourne House, Shelbourne Road, Ballsbridge, Dublin 4 

Tel: 01-6671392 

Barnardo's Adoption Advice Service 
Christchurch Square, Dublin 8. 

Confidential telephone line: 01-4546388. Tuesday 2pm - 5pm, Thursday 10am - 2pm 

Council of Irish Adoption Agencies 

Chairperson: Mary Lillis, Clarecare, Harmony Row, Ennis, Co. Clare. Tel: 065-28178 

Secretary: Julie Kerins, Cunamh, 30 South Anne Street, Dublin 2. Tel: 01-6779664 

The Adult Adoptees Association 
c/o Wynn's Hotel, 35 Lower Abbey Street, Dublin 1. 

Support groups’ monthly meetings; Wynn's Hotel, Dublin 1, last Tuesdays of each month. 
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Adopted and Fostered Persons Association of Ireland 
Bachelor's Inn, Bachelor's Walk, Dublin 2 (Meet 8pm every 2nd Wednesday) 
99 Grace O'Malley Road, Howth, Co. Dublin. 

Tel: 01-462 4430 or 01-848 5358 

Adoptive Parent's Association 
PRO: Helen Scott, Albain, Piercetown, Dunboyne, Co. Meath. Tel: 01-8252043 

Secretary: Helen Gilmartin, Tomriland, Annamoe, Bray, Co.Wicklow. Tel: 0404-45183 

TREOIR 
Federation of Services for Unmarried Parents and their Children, 
36 Upper Rathmines Road, Dublin 6 Tel: 01-4964155. 

THE REGISTERED ADOPTION SOCIETIES 

DUBLIN 

CUNAMH (formerly C.P.R.S.1.). 
30 South Anne Street, Dublin 2. 

Protestant Adoption Society (P.A.C.T.), 
15 Belgrave Road, Rathmines, Dublin 6. 

Rotunda Girls Aid Society (R.G.A.S.), 
1A Cathedral Street, Dublin 1. 

St. Brigid’s Orphanage, 
Holy Faith Convent, 16 The Coombe, Dublin 8. 

St. Louise Adoption Society, 
Ist Floor, Park House, North Circular Road, Dublin 7. 

St. Patrick’s Guild, 
82 Haddington Road, Dublin 4. 

CLARE 

St. Catherine’s Adoption Society, 

Clarecare, Harmony Row, Ennis, Co. Clare. 

CORK 

Sacred Heart Adoption Society, 
Sacred Heart Convent, Blackrock, Co. Cork. 

Southern Health Board Adoption Service, 
St. Finbars Hospital, Douglas Road, Cork. 

St. Anne’s Adoption Society, 
Cork and Ross Family Centre, 34 Paul Street, Cork. 

DONEGAL 

St. Mura’s Adoption Society, 
The Pastoral Centre, Cathedral View, Letterkenny, Co. Donegal. 
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Telephone 

(O01) 6779664 

(Ol) 4976788 

(Ol) 8744262 

(01) 4542917 or 

(O1) 450244 

(Ol) 8387122 

(O01) 6681908 or 
(Ol) 6681765 

(065) 28178 

(021) 357730 or 
(021) 357841 

(021) 312848 

(021) 273213/4/5/6 

(074) 21853  
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GALWAY 

Clann, 
Western Regional Adoption Committee, 
Western Health Board, 25 Newcastle Road, Galway. (091) 523122 ext. 330 

KERRY 

The Kerry Adoption and Fostering Team, 
6 Denny Street, Tralee, Co. Kerry. (066) 20300 

LIMERICK 

Limerick Catholic Adoption Society, 
Unit 3, St. Camillus Hospital, 
Shelbourne Road, Limerick. (061) 326677 

LOUTH 

North Eastern Health Board Adoption Service, 
Child and Family Centre, St Mary's Hospital, 
Dublin Road, Drogheda. (041) 41038 

OFFALY 

Midland Health Board Adoption Agency (0506) 21868 
Arden Road, Tullamore, Co. Offaly. (0506) 21898 

SLIGO 

St. Attracta’s Adoption Society, 
St. Mary’s, Co. Sligo. (071) 43058 

WATERFORD 

(S.E.E.K.) 

South Eastern Health Board, 
32 The Mall, Waterford. (051) 78574 

Barnardo’s Adoption Advice Service is an independent service offering information, 

advice, individual and group counselling to all those with a query on adoption matters. 

The Council of Irish Adoption Agencies represents statutory and voluntary adoption 
agencies. The Council aims to: standardise adoption policy and practice, highlight 
adoption issues, influence policy, campaign for changes in adoption legislation, develop 

services for all those with concerns in relation to adoption. 

* These societies are operated entirely by staff of the Eastern Health Board 

and South Eastern Health Board, respectively. 

** These societies are run in association with the local Health Boards. 

The support of the Department of Health in providing funding for the publication 
of this booklet is gratefully acknowledged. 
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