General Summary of UAE and PAC-UK Research 
Maintaining Relationships with Birth Families After Adoption – What Adopted Adults Say
This research, carried out by the University of East Anglia and PAC‑UK (2022), gathered the views of 231 adopted adults about their priorities for maintaining relationships with birth family members. Their insights highlight the lifelong impact of adoption and the importance of safe, meaningful connections.
Why This Matters
Historically, adoption in the UK meant a complete break from birth families. Many adopted adults described this as deeply harmful, contributing to identity struggles and unresolved loss. As one participant put it, “Separation from birth family is trauma…”.
Although policy now encourages considering contact, in practice most adopted children still only receive indirect “letterbox” contact, which often fades over time. Adopted adults want this to change.
Key Findings
1. Strong Support for Birth‑Family Connections
Most adopted adults want opportunities to find, reconnect with, and maintain relationships with birth relatives. Many had no contact growing up and felt this caused long‑term harm.
However, they emphasised the need for careful, supported, and safe approaches due to potential emotional and safeguarding risks. They want adoptees to have informed choice, with both benefits and challenges clearly explained.
2. Adoptees’ Needs Are Not Always Prioritised
Respondents felt their identity and emotional needs were often overlooked in favour of adoptive parents’ wishes.
Identity needs: Many stressed the importance of knowing their heritage and early life story. Not knowing this was described as painful: “Adoptees do not arrive as a blank slate.”
Emotional needs: People described feelings of guilt, rejection, divided loyalties, and being “stuck between two families”. They want support to navigate these complex emotions.
3. Adopted Adults Need More Support
Three areas of support were highlighted:
a) Help with making and maintaining relationships Adopted adults want practical guidance, intermediary support, and peer experiences to help them navigate contact and possible rejection.
b) Therapeutic support Two‑thirds of respondents said they would want counselling, especially if free. Many described adoption‑related trauma and the need for specialist emotional support.
c) Better use of legislation and policy Some called for stronger legal protections for safe contact, regular reviews of contact plans, and systems that ensure adopters follow agreed contact arrangements unless the child chooses otherwise.
4. More Open and Honest Discussion Is Needed
Adopted adults want adoption to be talked about more realistically—moving away from “fairy‑tale” narratives and acknowledging both the challenges and benefits of birth‑family connections.
They also want more sharing of real experiences so adoptees can make informed decisions.
Recommendations from the Research
The study calls for:
1. Robust Contact Planning
From the start of a child’s journey, plans should clearly show how safe, meaningful contact will be supported throughout childhood and into adulthood, with regular reviews.
2. Practical and Emotional Support
Adopted people and their families need ongoing support—practical, emotional, and therapeutic—especially at key life stages such as adolescence and early adulthood.
3. Changing the Narrative
Professionals and society should promote honest, nuanced discussions about adoption and birth‑family links, informed by adoptees’ lived experiences.
Overall Message
Adopted adults overwhelmingly value the chance to know, reconnect with, or maintain relationships with their birth families. They want systems that prioritise their needs, provide emotional and practical support, and recognise that adoption is a lifelong experience—not a one‑off event.

Summary of Research for Adoptive Parents 
What Adoptive Parents Need to Know: Insights from Adopted Adults on Birth‑Family Relationships
This research from the University of East Anglia and PAC‑UK (2022) asked adopted adults what matters most to them when it comes to maintaining relationships with their birth families. Their answers offer valuable guidance for adoptive parents who want to support their children’s long‑term wellbeing.
Why Birth‑Family Connections Matter
Many adopted adults described growing up without contact or information about their birth families as painful and confusing. One participant said, “Separation from birth family is trauma…” and many echoed the importance of understanding their roots.
Even when contact isn’t possible or safe, openness and honesty about a child’s history can make a significant difference.
Key Messages for Adoptive Parents
1. Adopted people overwhelmingly value some form of connection
Most adults in the study wanted opportunities to know, reconnect with, or maintain relationships with birth relatives. For many, this wasn’t about replacing their adoptive family—it was about understanding themselves.
They also stressed that contact should be safe, supported, and at the adoptee’s pace.
2. Identity needs are central
Adopted adults repeatedly said that not knowing their heritage, early life story, or family background caused long‑term distress. As one person put it, “Adoptees do not arrive as a blank slate.”
Adoptive parents can help by:
· Being open about the child’s story
· Keeping information safe and accessible
· Supporting curiosity rather than fearing it
3. Emotions around contact are complex
Many adoptees described feelings of guilt, divided loyalties, or fear of hurting their adoptive parents. Some spoke of being “stuck between two families”.
Adoptive parents can make a huge difference by:
· Reassuring children that curiosity is normal
· Showing they are not threatened by birth‑family connections
· Encouraging open conversations without judgement
This emotional safety helps children explore their identity without feeling disloyal.
4. Adopted adults want more support
Respondents highlighted the need for:
Practical support Help with searching, contacting, or navigating relationships with birth relatives.
Emotional and therapeutic support Two‑thirds of respondents said they would want counselling, especially if free. Many described adoption‑related trauma and the need for specialist support.
Peer support Adopted adults valued hearing from others with lived experience—both positive and difficult stories.
5. Openness in the adoptive family is essential
Adopted adults called for more honest, realistic conversations about adoption and birth families. They want families to move away from “fairy‑tale” narratives and towards nuanced, supportive discussions.
This includes:
· Talking about birth families in a respectful, balanced way
· Acknowledging both the challenges and the potential benefits of contact
· Revisiting conversations as the child grows and their needs change
What This Means for Adoptive Parents
The research suggests that adoptive parents play a crucial role in helping children:
· Build a healthy sense of identity
· Understand their past
· Navigate emotions around belonging
· Explore birth‑family connections safely and confidently
You don’t have to have all the answers. What matters most is creating an environment where your child feels supported, heard, and free to explore who they are.
In Summary
Adopted adults are clear: birth‑family connections—whether through information, stories, or direct contact—are important for identity and wellbeing. Adoptive parents who approach this with openness, empathy, and curiosity can make a profound difference in their child’s lifelong journey.

