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B Adoﬁ_tion and Single Parents:

Ca s mme s — - —

VIC GROZE

This review examines what is known about those who
choose 1o become single adoptive parenis. The demographic
and personal characteristics of single parenis who adopt
are reviewed and the experiences of single parents with the
children thev adopt are summarized.

Adoption of special-needs children is relatively new. The Adoption Assistance
and Child Welfare Act of 1980 (Public Law 96-272) was passed, in part, 10
encourage agencies fo take prompt. decisive actions to place children per-
manently with other families when they cannot be returned to their biological

_ families [see Maluccio and Fein 1983]. However, Tatara [1988] estimates

that of the 35.000 to 39.000 children legally free for adoption in 1985, over
half were in substitute care and awaiting adoptive placement. Furthermore.
almost half of the children remaining in substitute care waiting for placement
have one or more special needs: they are over the age of six, have a disability,
are minorities, or are 2 member of a sibling group. While special-needs status
poses some severe obstacles to adoption. the finding that over half of these
children persist in substitute care brings under scrutiny the effectiveness of
current practices (o place special-needs children in permanent homes.

To address this problem, attention should focus on the development of
resources for permanent placement of children in adoptive homes. This article
reviews the available literature on single persons who adapt and argues that
agencies should increase their recognition and recruitment of this nontradi-
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'ionai form of the family as a resource for the adoption of children with special
aceds
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" As used here, a single parent is one who adopts as a single mother or
‘ather; those parents who adopt as a couple and later divorce are not char-
\cterized as single parents. The former made a conscious decision to be a
Harent as 2 single adult while the latter became single parents as a result of
ife circumstances. This review examines what is known about those who
I:hoose 10 become single adoptive parents. The demographic and personal
-maracteristics of single parents who adopt are reviewed first; then the studies
hat have dealt with the experiences of single parents with the children they
:dopt are summarized. <

“haracteristics of Single Parents Who Adopt
; .‘nbie; | presents a summary of the studies reporting family composition in
| doptions th.al occurred between 1970 and 1988. The percent of single-parent
amilies varied greatly. The percent of placements with single parents ranges
-om a low of .5% reported by Branham in 1970 to a high of 34% reported

w Festinger in 1986. It should be noted that Barth and Berry [1988] conducted

_two-tiered study, thus their listing has two samples. The initial part of their
wdy involved case records (n = 927) and the second part of the study
avolved interviews (n = 120).

It is clear from table 1 that there was an increase in the percentage of
ingle-parent adoptions in the studies conducted in the 1980s compared to the
wdies in the 1970s. The studies in the 1980s indicate at least double the
.umber of adoptions by single parents reported in the 1970s, and Festinger's
wudy [1986], over eight times the highest percent in the 1970s [Boneh 1979).
“hat is not to say that twice as many single parents were adopting in the
980s as in the 1970s; sampling strategies influence these percentages to some
sgree. These studies do show, however, that the number of single parents
.ho adopted over the past 20 years has dramatically increased.

Although the percent of single-parent adoptive families is variable and has
acreased, it is not comparable to the percent of single-parent households in
he general population. In the 1970s, approximately 13% of all households
vere single-parent families, a number that doubled in the 1980s to approxi-
aately 26% [see Maris 1988). In three of the studies conducted in the 1980s,
e percent of single adoptive parents is similar to the percent of single parents
1 the general population [Boyne et al. 1984; Festinger 1986; Kagan and Reid
986]. In the other seven studies reviewed it is much lower. This may indicate
2at recruitment efforts focused on single adults to adopt special-needs children
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'TABLE 1 Family Composition in Special-Needs Adoption Studies ..

Study Year Sample % Single Parents
Branham 1970 — 5% (n=40) 971%
Grow and Shapiro 1974 125 ., 2% (n=23)* 100%
Boneh - 1979 160 4% (n=6)* ——
McRoy and

Zurcher 1983 60 8% (n=5)" 100%
Boyne et al. 1984 m 20% (n=356)" —
Nelson 1985 177 17% (n=30)* 98%
Urban Systems 1985 197 8% (n=16)* -
Festinger 1986 183 34% (n=51)" 13%
Panridge et al. 1986 230 14% (n=32)* -
Kagan 1nd Reid 1986 73 2% (n=18)" -
Unger et al. 1988 56 11% (n=6)" -
Barth and Berry 1988 927 15% (n=137) -

120 13% (n=12) ot

* secondary analysis of data
...-data not reported

have not been as successful as efforts to recruit two-parent families, a defi-
ciency that may contribute to the problem of children remaining in foster care
with no permanent adoptive home.

Like most one-parent households in the general population, most single

adoptive parent households are female [Branham 1970; Feigelman and Sil-
verman 1977; Dougherty 1978; Shireman and Johnson 1976, 1985). Even in
the studies that do not report the gender of single parents, there is some
indication that a majority of single-parent adopters are women [Boneh 1979;
Urban Systems 1985; Barth and Berry 1988].

Several studies report on other attributes of single adoptive parents. Bran-
ham [1970] indicates that single parents have 2 high level of emotional ma-
trity, have a high capacity for frustration tolerance, and are not overly
influenced by other opinions. Other studies [Jordan and Little 1966; Shireman
and Johnson 1976) have noted single parents’ enjoyment of children and the
personal fulfillment they receive from interaction with their children.

Single parentstend to have lower incomes than two-parent adoptive families
[Shireman and Johnson 1976; Feigelman and Silverman 1977; Shireman 1988).
The higher incomes in two-parent families arc mostly the result of dual
incomes. The incomes of single-parent families are lower because women are
overrepresented in single-parent families and women in nearly every occu-
pational category eam less than men performing similar functions.
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