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Lesson Objective:

¸Statistical facts & introduction to research 
dilemma

¸History of sealing records

¸Five main dilemmas with finding lineages 
with sealed records

¸Status of states for access to adoption 
information

¸Research resources 



Statistical Facts:

¸118,000 United States adoptions per year 

since 1940

¸6,000,000 adoptions since 1940

¸20,000,000 to 90,000,000 descendants

ïWho do not know

ïPossibly will never know

ïTheir biological ancestors



Introduction To

Research Dilemmas:

¸Why??? ..... Sealed adoption records

¸Sealed records have made genealogical 
research nearly impossible

ïResearch can be incredibly complex

ïWithout knowing what to do

ïWhere to look 

ïWho can help 

ïWhat the rules are in each jurisdiction 



Historical Facts:

¸The secretive nature of adoption has not always been 
the norm

¸ It has only been in the last 40 years that laws were 
changed to limit access to adoptive records  

¸At the same time, many laws have constantly protected 
American Indiansô rights to knowledge of their original 
tribes, even if adopted

¸Original laws in Utah had been initiated by adoptive 
parents not the birth parents

¸1950's, 1960's and 1970's ïlittle confidentiality as 
adoption was forced upon mothers who were pregnant 
out of wedlock.  (Utah) 



Historical Facts:

¸Originally state statutes provided for neitheré

ïConfidentiality with respect to the public

ïSecrecy among the parties

ïStatutes were later changed to protect the partiesô 
information from public scrutiny but not from 
adoptee access

ïAs late as 1960, some 40% of the states still had 
unrestricted right of the adult adoptee to inspect 
their original birth certificates

ïDuring the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, all but three of 
those states changed their laws to close birth records 
to the adoptee.



Dilemmas:

Dilemma #1 No Standard Nationwide Access Policy



Four Main Categories of Access

1. Open-access 

2. Registries

3. Confidential intermediary programs

4. Closed access



Suggestions:

¸American Adoption Congress

ïwww.americanadoptioncongress.org

ïSupport legislative change

¸Learn your state representative

¸Petition a judge to use an intermediary

¸Some agencies are beginning to pass letters through to 
parties 

¸Make sure you put a waiver of confidentiality in your 
agency file in case the other party seeks to make contact 
through the agency



Dilemma #2 Non-identifying 

Information Usually Leads Nowhere

¸Most states now allow access to ñnon-
identifying informationò

¸Agencies do not have to release everything 
in your file

¸The clerk has the discretion to edit and 
withhold information

¸One never knows what is accurate or 
inaccurate



Suggestion: 

¸When requesting your non-ID information, 

always indicate in writing that you want                           

ALL OF IT


