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American society has come a long way toward viewing 
birthmothers as individuals. They could be described as 
being young, old, stable, employed, homeless, struggling, 
professional, studious, addicted, religious, rebellious, or 
by a million other adjectives. Birthmothers are also more 
frequently viewed as having a uniquely meaningful story, a 
compelling reason for planning an adoption, and palpable 
grief. As a society, there is no doubt we have further to go 
in viewing birthfathers in such a broad and compassionate 
manner. 

More often than not, birthfathers still remain less visible, 
more often maligned, frequently feared and sometimes 
even the vilified member of the adoption triad. Given 
these sentiments, it may be no surprise that birthfathers 
are, in comparison to birthmothers, rarely involved in 
adoptions. At OA&FS, an average 32% of birthfathers are 
involved in our adoptions, which is unusually high. It is 
our hope to further increase this level of involvement by 
empowering birthfathers to play an active and vital role in 
their children’s open adoptions. Almost every counselor 
at OA&FS can recount a story of a birthfather that was 
initially viewed as the villain, but who once engaged, 
became a valued participant. This engagement is critical 
because it creates the opportunity for positive and ongoing 
birthfather involvement. 

Birthfathers are often maligned because they don’t 
do their “job” and yet as a society we don’t offer them 
the support to do their job, to be present, or to have a 
role. Part of supporting and involving birthfathers is 
recognizing how tremendously difficult it is for them to 
cope with the emotion inherent in adoption and for them 
to understand their value. The tendency for birthfathers to 
be less involved, especially in the early years, is testament 
to the significant grief and loss birthfathers experience. 

When a birthfather is not involved in the beginning, it 
is imperative to remember that over time he will gain 
maturity and perspective that can be an amazing support 
for the adopted child. 

It can be tempting to remain invested in the commonly 
held view of birthfathers as a problem, rather than as an 
asset to an adoption. Adoptive families may even feel 
relief when a birthfather is absent since managing so 
many different relationships can no doubt seem daunting.  
Adoptive parents sometimes hold on to disdain for a 
birthfather because he did not participate in the mediation 
and placement, or because he did not consent to the 

Benefits of Birthfather Involvement
By Laurel Stitzhal, OA&FS Counselor/Mediator and Kim Heavener, Development Director

Placing your child for adoption is a major blow to your self-confidence. Especially for us guys …though 
you’ll meet very few who will admit it. You’ve got to build that up. Being needed by the adoptive 
parents is the best foundation around. In a way, it still allows the birthdad to provide for the kid. We 
need that because we’re guys, and we’re supposed to provide for our kids. – Anonymous, Birthfather

BeneFItS continues on page 4
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Agency Happenings
PLeASe SuPPOrt BIrtHMOtHerS 

Lifegivers, the annual OA&FS event for Birthmothers,  will be on June 
21st in Eugene, Oregon this year. The theme is Honoring Our Grief – Honoring 
Our Joy. Birthparents will spend the afternoon together enjoying pampering 
activities such as a sharing circle, crafts, yoga and massage. The evening will 
be focused on laughter as all enjoy dinner and a production of HAIR at the 
Actor’s Cabaret Dinner Theater.

Donating to our event is a special way that you can honor birthmothers.  
We are in need of cash donations for the following: theater tickets at $35 
each, snacks and train or bus tickets. We are also seeking craft supplies, 
flowers, self-care items and baskets for the raffle. We welcome all creative 
adoptive parents who would like to lead a craft or other activity. Please mail 
your tax deductible cash donations in the envelope provided and be sure 
to designate Lifegivers.

For in-kind donations or questions please contact Eugene Counselor/
Mediator Satya Maness at (541)484-2302 or satya@openadopt.org.

FOr tHe reCOrD
An article appeared on page three of the Winter 08 Open Page about the 

Adoption Dialogue event. We failed to mention this event was co-hosted by 
Backline. Without the amazing all-volunteer staff at Backline, the Adoption 
Dialogue would not have been possible. Backline is a national toll-free help 
line for women facing unplanned pregnancy. To learn more about Backline 
please visit www.yourbackline.org.

why should you give to  
Open Adoption & Family Services?

we are Innovators!
We are committed to changing the face of open adoption nationally.

We listen to our clients and evolve accordingly.

We promote equal access for all adoptive parents.

we empower Birthparents!
We are pro-choice and support all pregnancy options.

We advocate for women’s reproductive rights.

We provide lifelong counseling.

we Provide groundbreaking and unique Services!
We continually reach out to new populations and geographic areas.

We have ongoing projects that benefit adopted kids.

We promote and support lifelong relationships.
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Birthfather’s Matter
By Suzie williams, OA&FS Program Manager

When people think of adoption, they typically conjure 
up an image of a pregnant woman and the adopting 
parents. This is also the image most often portrayed by the 
media as well. It goes without saying that the birthfather is 
certainly part of the equation; however, the birthfather’s 
role in adoption has historically been marginalized. In the 
recent movie Juno, about a pregnant teenager who plans an 
adoption, the birthfather is notably portrayed as sensitive, 
caring, and supportive. Even so, he is not depicted as having 
any role in the adoption process itself. In fact, his absence 
in the adoption process isn’t questioned or distinguished as 
unusual in any way. I believe this reflects our culture’s over-
riding expectation and acceptance that most birthfathers 
are not involved in the adoption process.

For the last 30 years, adoption in the United States has 
been emerging from a history entrenched in secrecy and 
shame. We have been hearing the voices of, 
and increasing our sensitivity to, the needs 
of each member of the adoption triad. In 
fact, OA&FS was founded in response to 
these needs. While our belief in the benefits 
of open adoption have always included 
birthfathers, in recent years we wanted 
to challenge ourselves to more actively 
and intentionally involve birthfathers. In 
2002, as part of a five-year strategic plan, 
OA&FS set out to increase birthfather 
involvement by making our program 
more accessible to birthfathers, and by 
promoting the value and importance of 
birthfather involvement—something that 
is all too often overlooked. It wasn’t until 
we began to listen more deeply and ask 
questions of birthfathers, that we came to 
understand their unique needs and the 
obstacles they face.

Although birthfathers are frequently 
willing to be involved to the extent of 
signing consents, they often do not see a 
reason to engage further in the ongoing 
adoption process. Birthfathers sometimes assume that 
their child doesn’t care about or desire a connection with 
them as much as they do their birthmother. In 2004, we 
created our Fathers Matter brochure which was specifically 
designed to help prospective birthfathers understand the 
unique importance of their involvement to both the child 
and the adoptive parents. The brochure successfully captures 
the sentiment of OA&FS adoptive parents who genuinely 

want to know their child’s birthfather and want their child 
to know their birthfather. 

Because the relationship between the birthmother and 
birthfather can be complicated, accessing services together 
may be challenging. In order to avoid awkward or tense 
situations, a birthfather may feel the most supportive 
thing he can do is bow out quietly. We assure birthfathers 
that our services can be accessed in a manner that feels 
comfortable and that takes the unique dynamics of his and 
the birthmother’s circumstances into consideration. This 
includes the option to access services separate from, but 
respectful of, each other’s role in the adoption process. 

Another trend we noticed was that many birthfathers 
were attending counseling sessions as a means to support 
the birthmother, rather than accessing it as an experience 
that could be genuinely relevant and useful to them. The 

counselors at OA&FS understand that  the 
issues men face when considering an adoption 
plan are different than the issues confronting 
prospective birthmothers. Men, in general, 
approach decision making differently than 
women, and these differences extend to 
how they experience grief and loss. Our 
counselors also appreciate the unique cultural 
expectations, pressures, and stigmas men 
undergo regarding their role in pregnancy 
and parenting. OA&FS is proud to have 
developed counseling services that expectant 
fathers and birthfathers find so useful and 
relevant to their experience. 

At OA&FS we sincerely believe that 
birthfathers matter. This conviction has been 
clearly echoed by the children placed through 
our agency, as well as by OA&FS adoptive 
parents, whether they lack a connection 
to the birthfather or are enriched by their 
relationship with him. Through the steps 
we have taken to promote the benefits of 
birthfather involvement, to the concrete ways 
in which we have made our services more 

accessible and relevant to birthfathers, we are pleased to see 
more birthfathers playing an active role in their adoptions. 
Although OA&FS has historically surpassed other agencies 
in obtaining birthfather consents, we are now setting 
ourselves apart in regard to the number of birthfathers who 
are involved in the adoption planning process, who go on 
to sign open adoption agreements, and who create lifelong 
connections with the adoptive family and child. 

Matter

Being involved in your 
child’s open adoption

Fathers
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adoption. A common response is to punish the birthfather 
by closing the door. Adoptive parents must resist the urge 
to say, “That’s it! He’s not interested.” It is important to 
hold on to compassion even when it is difficult, repeating 
a message of openness, “We missed seeing you this time. 
We love you. We hope we can see you soon.” It is helpful 
to communicate this right away, since the longer you wait 
the harder it gets to express this welcoming attitude. 

Importantly, when a birthfather isn’t known or can’t be 
involved for some reason, adoptive parents still have the 
opportunity to foster a culture of openness. Some ways 
to do this include acknowledging and talking about this 
loss with their child; forming a connection with one of his 
family members; remembering to talk about him openly 
rather than avoiding his absence or pretending he doesn’t 
exist; keeping the door open for his involvement if it may be 

possible in the future; and encouraging children to express 
their feelings by asking questions about their birthfather 
and his role in their adoption. 

We have learned from the children of open adoption, as 
was so passionately articulated by the teens at the OA&FS 
20th Anniversary event, that they wonder about and have 
a need to know who their birthfathers are. For this reason, 
involving birthfathers early in the process, and beginning 
to lay the foundation for a lifelong relationship is just as 
valuable as the foundation we work so hard to build with 
birthmothers. What we must remember is that the rewards 
of having a connection with the birthfather can be great. 
So great, that missing out on the opportunity to build a 
relationship, when there is a possibility for one, may be 
hard to ever replace. 

It is very rewarding and very healing to play 
a role in your child’s life. Witnessing the birth 
of my son and seeing the joy of his adoptive 
parents was the most powerful, sad, joyful 
day of my life … I personally could not let 
my girlfriend go through the process alone, 
nor could I live with not knowing I did not 
play a role. I wanted my child to know who 
I was, too. 

– Andrew, Birthfather

With the exception of immediate family, the 
reaction of people has been that I may have 
taken the easy way out (by planning an adoption 
instead of parenting) and that I lack integrity. 
However, I know that is not the case. For me, 
it would have been so much easier to keep my 
daughter. Wanting a loving family for your child 
does not equate to a lack of love or integrity. I 
feel it is just the opposite. 

– warren, Birthfather

This article was drawn from interviews with OA&FS Adoptive Parents

OA&FS ADOPtIve PArentS SAy:
My child feels very secure in her birthfather’s presence. 
we are connected to a larger family because of his involvement and get so 
much joy from this!
Our child knows himself better, and we know him better, because of our 
relationship with his birthfather. 
we can see our daughter’s interests are in alignment with her birthfather’s 
abilities. this is helping us notice and cultivate her talents!
An amazing amount of love has been brought into our family because of the 
connection with our child’s birthfather. 
Our son’s birthfather is a resource. He is another adult who is invested in the 
wellbeing of our child and who endorses us as parents. 
we have developed a very sweet and reciprocal mentorship relationship with 
our son’s birthfather and family.
As our daughter has grown older she can initiate contact with her birthfather 
and they both enjoy connecting.

•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

BeneFItS continued from page 1 



5

When adoptive parents choose openness, they often say 
it offers a straightforward and honest way for their child to 
understand their adoption. They appreciate that openness 
can provide answers to so many questions that adoptees 
may face. In this light, there can be the false impression 
that in open adoption there are not any complexities, 
ambiguities or secrets. And as anyone that has experienced 
the myriad of open adoption stories knows, this is not 
always the case.

Some of the more difficult dilemmas can arise around 
a child’s birthfather, specifically when an adoptive family 
would like to engage the birthfather and the birthmother 
is not supportive of this action. This can be an agonizing 
position for adoptive parents. They can be caught between 
honoring the birthmother, with whom they want to 
maintain a relationship, and creating a connection with a 
child’s birthfather, who is also an important person to the 
child. Even more anxiety provoking is that adoptive parents 
can feel the need to act quickly before an opportunity to 
connect to the birthfather slips away.

There are many reasons that birthmothers have given for 
not wanting adoptive parents to connect with birthfathers. 
Some birthmothers have said that they feel a birthfather 
is not in a healthy place, and they fear contact may not 
be good for the child. Other birthmothers have had a 
difficult relationship with the birthfather and still have 
feelings of anger or disappointment that make it painful 
to think of him being involved with the adoptive family. 
Sometimes birthmothers have a need for secrecy that does 
not allow them to share information with, or about, the 
birthfather.

It can be helpful for adoptive parents and birthmothers 
to remember that this is a tricky topic for everyone. If 
you are facing this issue, it is important to remember 
that you are not alone. Many birthmothers have mixed 
feelings about the involvement of the birthfather and many 
adoptive families struggle with how to balance the vision 
of openness they would like to create for their child with 
respect for how the birthmother is feeling.

This dilemma can strike at a vulnerable place in an 
open adoption relationship and it does not have any quick 
solutions. Counselors often recommend that adoptive 
parents keep this in mind when they feel the pressure 
to act quickly around connecting to a birthfather. It can 
be helpful to allow time for people to learn about one 
another’s perspectives. Adoptive parents have reported 
feeling paralyzed by their dilemma, unable to move forward 

for fear of offending a 
birthmother. It can be 
helpful to remember that 
no one expects adoptive 
parents and birthmothers 
to always be on the same 
page about an issue. The 
hope in an open adoption 
is that everyone involved 
will try to understand the 
other’s perspective and 
move forward in a way 
that acknowledges and 
is sensitive to the other’s 
feelings. This is not the 
same a s  not mov ing 
forward at al l.  Also 
remember that concerns 
like these are the reason that OA&FS offers ongoing 
counseling. Counselors count on adoptive parents and 
birthparents to keep in touch and ask for support when 
it would be helpful. The counselors can offer support 
and guidance as well as provide a connection to other 
adoptive parents and birthparents who have faced similar 
dilemmas.

In the end, adoptive parents and birthparents may have 
to grapple with issues that they hoped open adoption 
would help them avoid entirely. However, even in the 
hardest situations, the ideals behind openness still hold 
the honesty that brings people to open adoption in the 
first place. They also provide a way to look at and explore, 
if not always answer, the questions a child may have about 
his or her adoption.

Including Birthfathers? 
By Kelly Sullivan, OA&FS Counselor/Mediator

MytH: Birthfathers don’t care what 
happens to their children.

FACt: we know from experience that 
birthfathers deeply love their children. 
But birthfathers often feel their role in 
adoption is nonexistent, or undefined 
at best. the open adoption process 
welcomes birthfathers and helps them 
identify ways to stay involved in their 
child’s life and to actively demonstrate 
care and concern. 
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“JunO” ...A review 
By Shari Levine, OA&FS executive Director

Have you seen the movie Juno? It is about a pregnant 
teen who makes a different choice: adoption. Since it’s an 
engaging movie with a sharp wit, it’s been very popular 
among young audiences. Juno has gained quite a bit of 
attention nationally, and I believe will ultimately have 
a notable impact on the way the country views teen 
pregnancy and adoption.

When I first saw Juno, although I was highly entertained, 
I was disappointed by the way open adoption was 
depicted. Maybe I’m being an open adoption zealot, but 
I think Juno and her family were the perfect candidates 
for an open adoption. She was open, honest and highly 
communicative. She had already created the beginnings 
of an open adoption by visiting the adoptive parents in 
order to get to know them better. Ongoing contact, after 
the baby was born, would have been a natural extension of 
that. She seemed to be making a huge departure from her 
character when she announced that she wanted to “kick it 
old school” and have a closed adoption. 

Although Juno was so close to being the open adoption 
movie of my dreams, when I took a step back and considered 
the movie more objectively, I realized that if it had been 
the perfect depiction of open adoption, it wouldn’t have 
been believable to Joe Public. It would have presented too 
big a leap for audiences that had only a vague idea of what 
open adoption entails.

So I shed the perspective of someone that has been living 
and breathing open adoption for 16 years and went to see it 
again. Upon second viewing, I realized that Juno provided 
a great start in overcoming stereotypes and introducing 
the public to open adoption. I loved the way it gave us 
a new model for who birthmothers are (smart, savvy, 
empowered), who birthfathers are (supportive, caring), who 
birth grandparents are (empathetic, involved), and who the 
birthmom’s best friend is (devoted, unwavering).  

I also realized that Juno’s initial desire to have a closed 
adoption was a reflection of her denial. Her original 
intent was to plan an adoption that was quick, simple 
and void of emotion. However, as life presented her with 
unexpected twists and turns, her character was challenged 
and explored in greater depth. In the end, it appears she 
really did plan an open adoption, she just didn’t realize 
the full extent of it yet.

These redeeming qualities unfortunately do not mean 
Juno is a movie without flaws. The scene in the abortion 
clinic was regrettably and unnecessarily stereotypic. And 
I’m afraid it completely alienated pro-choice advocates.  

This is especially unfortunate because Juno had an ideal 
opportunity to defy the notion that adoption is a choice 
akin to the pro-life community, and therefore it is forever 
in opposition to the pro-choice community. In reality, each 
choice a pregnant woman faces is unique and laden with 
its own list of advantages and disadvantages. Regardless, it 
is a woman’s right to have access to all three choices.

In the end, Juno was brave enough to tackle some new 
ground. It brought unique insight to the age old question: 
should every woman who is pregnant parent? It opened 
the door to a greater discussion about the myriad of 
reproductive experiences women face, and their need for 
acceptance and support as they navigate their choices.

PLeASe JOIn tHe COnverSAtIOn!
Did you see the movie JunO?   
Send your thoughts and comments to 
juno@openadopt.org. 
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I am a:
q Birthmother
q Birthfather
q Birth Grandparent
q Adoptive Mother
q Adoptive Father
q Adoptive Grandparent
q Other                 

I adopted and/or placed my child:
q 0-5 years ago
q 6-10 years ago
q 11-15 year ago
q 16 plus years ago
q n/a

I live:
q in Oregon
q in Washington
q outside of the Pacific Northwest

I speak about openness when discussing adoption.
q Agree
q Disagree
q Great idea! I’ll start now.
q Comment                 

I specifically promote OA&FS when I talk about adoption. 
q Agree
q Disagree
q Great idea! I’ll start now.
q Comment                 

I know that OA&FS is a non-profit 501(c)(3) and that 
financial gifts I make are tax deductible to the fullest 
extent of the law. 
q Agree
q Disagree
q Comment                 

I have made a financial contribution to OA&FS in the 
last three years.
q Agree
q Disagree
q Comment                 

I give to OA&FS because: 
q OA&FS helped me build my family. 
q Giving to OA&FS fits in my charitable giving plan.
q I want to support open adoption.
q I want to support the ability of same sex couples to adopt.
q I want to support all options counseling.
q Other                 

I would give more to OA&FS if: 
q I was asked with greater frequency.
q There were more ways to give financially (i.e., events, 
individual solicitations, direct mail).
q I could make a multi-year sustaining gift.
q I was invited to a small gathering to learn more about 
where my money would go.
q Other                 

I choose not to give a financial donation to OA&FS because: 
q I have never been asked to give.
q I have referred a friend to OA&FS.
q I already paid my fees.
q My contribution would not help enough people.
q I’m no longer connected to OA&FS.
q Other                 

I would most likely support the following special projects: 
q Events for birthparents (example: Lifegivers).
q Events for children of open adoption. 
q Ongoing education of adoptive parents. 
q All-options counseling and reproductive justice. 
q Community education about open adoption. 
q Other                 

2008 Client Survey 
We deeply appreciate the many ways you support OA&FS and play an active 
role in your open adoption community. There are many ways to advocate for 
OA&FS and we acknowledge the unique importance of each of them. We would 
like to learn more about your specific interests and involvement. Thank you for 
taking the time to complete this survey and for sharing your thoughts with us.

...PLeASe COntInue 
Survey On tHe BACK OF tHIS PAge

8you may also take  
this survey online at:  
www.openadopt.org/ 
latest-news-events
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I have volunteered for OA&FS.
q Agree
q Disagree
q Great idea! I’ll start now.
q Comment                 

I would love to volunteer for OA&FS! I am most 
interested in:  
q Sharing my adoption story. 
q Helping with events. 
q Hosting adoptive parent gatherings.
q Speaking with the media.
q Writing an article.
q Sharing photos of my open adoption family.
q Other                 

I give to non-profits that support the following causes: 
q Animals
q Arts
q Community
q Environment
q Any non-profit a friend/family member is associated with.
q Other                 

tHAnK yOu! We deeply appreciate your 
feedback. It is your commitment and positive regard for 
open adoption that is fueling a seismic shift in the way 
the general public views adoption. Openness in adoption 
is no longer seen as a lofty ideal, but an important 
ingredient in a successful adoption and a healthy 
child. Every way you give, through talking about open 
adoption with friends and family, through volunteering, 
or through making financial contributions, makes 
an incredible difference. Thank you for your ongoing 
support!

yeS! Please enter me in the drawing for a free children’s 
book! The first 100 people to complete this survey will 
be eligible for the drawing. 10 books will be given away, 
thanks to a generous donation from GLOBE of Verizon.
q My name and address appear correctly below. 
q Please see my corrected address below.
Phone                 

Email                       

Please return this survey in the 
envelope provided. 
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