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SOCIOLOGICAL HISTORY OF

ADOPTION IN THE US

While the history of adoption is weakly
documented, existing information shows
that adoption increased considerably during
the World War Il era, rising from 16,000
annually in 1937, to 55,000 by 1945 and
peaking at 173,000 around 1970 (Kahan
52). Many signs point towards Rev. Charles
Loring Brace being the main contribution to
child-welfare movements starting in 1853.

THE CHILD
BIRTH ADOPTIVE
FAMILY FAMILY

SOCIOLOGICAL EFFECT ON

THE ADOPTION TRIAD
The adoption triad is the representative
triangle symbol that demonstrates the three
groups of people whose lives are joined as
immediate members within an adoption
family story. The group consists of the birth
parents, the adoptive parents, and the child
placed for adoption. The adoption triangle
describes the three-sided relationship, and
all members experience the psychological
effects of adoption.

LACK OF SOCIOLOGICAL
RESEARCH
Despite adoption being a very common
occurance in the US with estimates that 4%
of Americans are adopted, and a national
survey of 1416 Americans showed that 64%
responded that they had a personal
experience with adoption (meaning someone
in their family, or close friends had been
adopted, had adopted a child, or placed a
child on adoption), sociological research is
remarkably limited on the subject.



Background of the Rise
of Adoption in US

An American philanthropist named Charles Loring Brace
began his well-known work with the Children's Aid
Society in New York on curtailing the child welfare
movement in the US with his 1872 book, The Dangerous
Classes of New York, which raised public awareness of
destitute children. By 1929, his Orphan Trains program
had moved as many as 150,000 children from the slums
of New York to homes in the mid-west and the west
(DellaCava, et al. 142). Many of the child-welfare
reforms that began in the 1900's were the direct result
of Brace's Orphan Trains program (Kahan 56).

This practice was reproduced in other cities with large
immigrant populations. By 1929, all 48 states had
statutes governing adoption which pushed the federal
government to institute adoption policies. Adoption
policies have been seen as highly controversial but have
put adoption as a sociological issue into the spotlight.

Charles Loring Brace, considered the father of
modern foster care and renowned for starting the

Orphan Train Movement, and for founding the

Children's Aid Society.
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Adoption Triad Sociology

Within the adoption triad are the three main groups: the birth parents, the
adoptive parents, and the adoptee. For most of the 20th century, society
expected parenting to be raising one's own biological child. This led to more
secretive and closed adoption practices in order to protect all three parties of
the adoption triad. These practices are believed to protect adopted children
from social bullying, and protect adoptive parents from the humiliation of
infertility (Ge, et al.). However, since the 197/0's, societal views and practices on
parenting has shifted towards open adoption where the adoptee receives
contact and communication between both birth and adoptive parents. Based
on various studies, the degree of openness and communication such as letters,
phone calls, and face-to-face visits varies widely. Some theories also have
developed on this topic from sociologists such as Ronald Fairbairn's theory that
modern society has interrupted the mother-infant bond and caused a

deprivation in society (Sweeney, 12).



Lack of Sociological
Research

Despite adoption being so common, it receives hardly any attention from
sociologists. For example, college textbooks on the topic of family invest
imited content on adoption; fluctuating from a mean of 2 pages per text in
the 1960's to only 1.1 pages per text from 1988-1993 (Fisher 335). This
represents a lack of understanding on the topic of adoption, and deserves
further research to fill the many knowledge gaps. Many of the gaps in
sociological research on adoption can be attributed to case records of
adoption in history being sealed, so historians do not have access to primary
sources. Furthermore, adoption policy implementation in the last century
has been rare or incomplete, and researchers have focused on the legal
history on state laws for adoption (Kahan 52). Further research must be
done on this subject to promote the understanding of the dynamics of the
adoption process. In turn, this data can help more resources go towards
influencing policymakers, practitioners, and researchers (Stolley 40).
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