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SPECIAL ARTICLE

Children’s perception and approach to adoption
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The present study was conducted in order to
identify the perception, of pre-school and school
children of adoption, due to increasing coverage
by the Mass Media of adoption issues in general,
and illegal adoption in particular. A modified
version of the "Primary Student Survey of
Handicapped Persons’ Questionnaire” was
administered to three non-adoptive groups of
children aged 4, 7 and 9 respectively.

Results revealed no impact from Mass Media
on the 4-year-old group.

In the 7-year-old group, especially in females,
there was a more negative perception with a
statistical significance (p<0.05), which indicates

Adoption was properly recognized and lawfully
organized only in the last century'. However, in
spite of its great societal importance, it is still
viewed with conservative attitude and sometimes
negatively, and derogatory remarks maybe made
to the adopted children and the adoptive parents
by relatives, friends, neighbours, parents of
classmates and others?, particularly in transracial
cases’.

Some social theorists have attempted to
explain the causes of the adopted child’s rejection
by "the society’s superego because he was
probably illegitimate" or "rejected by its Id", or
because "the child is not related by blood and
comes into conflict with family narcissism":. These
positions on "psychic dynamics", however, have
been modified. The adoptive parents are often
obliged to inform the child of the origin, and the
time of the adoption, and are concerned about
the impact on early identification, identity
formation and self-image, etc. Also, of concern
is the child being informed of the "circumstances
of adoption by non-family adoptive persons', the
"development of lack of trust" and "criticism and
resentment by the child", the "disruption of

that 7 years old girls are receptive to Mass Media
influences, and appear more vulnerable than
males in dealing with the concept of adoption.

On the other hand, the 9 years old group felt
emotionally more secure and less influenced on
Mass Media (p<0.05).

An environment of inspiring confidence in,
comprehension and reassurance especially on
the part of teachers seems to be essential during
the formative year (7 years old) in facilitating a
positive adjustment to the concept of adoption
and its complicated processes.
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socialization or maladaptive behavior", the "child’s
views of adoption as he grows older", as
"influenced by public events".

Recently, in Greece there has been
considerable concern about children’s adoption
in general and related illegal practices. Such
concern becomes visible in the following title
from the newspaper TA NEA "Hundreds of
children were taken by sterile couples in
America". Many interested adopted and adoptive
persons have hired private detectives, and a
special web site was created in order to help
people find family members.

Preoccupation with these issues in the Mass
Media began in 1995 and reached their climax
in 19977 forcing the legal authorities to become
involved (Investigation command for the disap-
pearance of valuable files of the civil war period,
TA NEA 1995).

At the same time, priests, psychologists,
sociologists and other concerned citizens,
participated in long public discussions about this
topic. It was hypothesized, therefore, that such
issues and events have had a negative impact on
the public in general (Thousands of people all
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over Greece start to investigate their lost past, TA
NEA)” and on children’s mental functioning and
behaviour regarding the practice of adoption
(Baby merchants stole me from my mother’s arms
the moment I was born)!® and adopted peers.

In order to investigate the "impact" on children
in general, we decided to study the perceptions
of children of pre-school and grade school ages
regarding the concept and practices of adoption
as well as the recent negative publicity.

We believe this knowledge is important
particularly for parents and educators!!.

Method

This study was began in Northern Greece,
April, 1997, and includes data from one hundred
fifty four (154) children attending public and
private "Child Centres" and "Primary Schools".

The main researcher individually interviewed
all pupils. The interview took place in the
children’s classroom and was approximately of
12 minutes duration. The children were divided
into two groups, group A, 76 children and group
B, 78 children.

All were from middle-class families, to the
best of our knowledge none were adopted and
no physical or learning disabilities were reported.
Each group was subdivided into 3 subgroups
according to ages: 4/, 7+, and 9+); years old.
These subgroups were selected in order to
correspond from middle of prelatency to middle
of latency - schematical periods of children’s
psycho sexual and cognitive development!15.

Without changing the items in a fundamental
way, the applied questionnaire was a modified
version of the Primary Student Survey of
Handicapped Persons'®. For group A, the word
"handicapped" was substituted by the word
"adopted". For group B, the nonsense word
"fanopted", replaced "handicapped".

The data were analysed using the SPSS
statistical software package (SPSS, version 7.5).

Frequency distribution of answers was used
for univariate analysis, while for bivariate analysis
the chi-square test of independence, was used.

Results

Results obtained (question 1 and 2, appendix)
from children in the younger age groups (ages 4
and 7 years old) revealed that they did not know

the meaning of the word adopted. Different
results were obtained from children in the third
group (age 9), especially from verbatim recorded
answers on question 2. An analysis of responses
to question 3 by age and sex, did not show
statistically significant differences.

In Table 1 a bivariate analysis of question 4
(Do you have any adopted friends?), by age and
sex, revealed interesting statistically results
(although the sample is not very high) .

Table 1. Question 4: Response frequency by
age and sex

Girls Girls Boys Boys
No Yes No Yes

Adopted Age 4 10 4 7 3
Fanopted Age 4 12 1 7 1
Adopted Age 7 12 3 1 5
Fanopted Age 7 7 3 8 2
Adopted Age 9 12 3 14 1
Fanopted Age 9 10 2 21 1

(x?=6.11 df=1 p<0.05)
Number of Missing Observations: 4

Table 2, shows frequencies of responses to
the question "Do you believe that playing with
an adopted child will lead you to have his own
‘fate’? (cause you to be adopted too)" by age,
and sex.

Table 2. Question 5: Response frequency by
age and sex

Girls Girls Girls Boys Boys Boys

No Yes Don’t No Yes Don’t

know know
Adopted Age4 9 5 0 7 3 0
Fanopted Age 4 8 5 0 8 0 0
Adopted  Age 7 11 4 0 3 3 0
Fanopted Age7 8 2 0 9 1 0
Adopted Age 9 15 0 0 14 1 0
Fanopted Age9 9 3 0 17 4 2

(x?=4.21 df=1 p<0.05)
Number of Missing Observations: 4

The above results indicate that the 9 year-old
girls, in comparison with 7 year-old ones, do not
feel threatened by a friend’s adoptive status.

Table 3, shows frequencies of responses to
question 6, (Do you believe that adopted children
seem a lot like you?), by age and sex.
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Table 3. Question No 6: Response frequency
by age and sex

Girls Girls Girls Boys Boys Boys

No Yes Don't No Yes Don’t

know know
Adopted Age 4 3 7 4 4 3 3
Fanopted Age4 7 4 2 4 3 1
Adopted  Age7 7 8 0 4 2 0
Fanopted Age7 9 0 1 6 2 2
Adopted Age9 5 7 8 1 6 8
Fanopted Age 9 4 4 4 7 6 10

(x?=8.59 df=2 p<0.05)
Number of Missing Observations: 4

It appears that 7 year-old girls can differentiate
their own status from an unknown status, although
their negative answers indicate a possible threat
to their identity.

On the other hand, the answers of the 9-year-
old boys in comparison to girls seem to
differentiate more strongly between adoptive and
non - adoptive status. Response frequencies for
children of both sexes showed that they were
uncertain whether the word "fanopted" was
meaningful.

Table 4 shows response frequencies for the
question "Do you think that if you keep company
with an ‘adopted’ child the other children will
stop playing with you?" by age and sex.

Table 4. Question 7: Response frequency by
age and sex

Girls Girls Girls Boys Boys Boys

No Yes Don’t No Yes Don’t

know know
Adopted Age 4 7 5 2 5 5 0
Fanopted Age 4 4 7 2 5 2 1
Adopted Age7 12 2 1 6 0 0
Fanopted Age7 1 7 2 8 1 1
Adopted Age 9 12 0 3 12 3 0
Fanopted Age9 8 2 2 14 8 0

(x?=11.89 df=2 p<0.01)
Number of Missing Observations: 4

Results for 4 year-old children indicate
ignorance or apathy. It appears that some
confusion exists in 7-year-old girls for the
nonsense word in comparison to boys. However,
both sexes of 9 year-olds responded similarly.
The girls were more confident that their friends
would not reject them.

Discussion

It seems that a child’s awareness of adoption
depends both on his age and the various
psychodynamic factors involved in the aspects of
his behaviour. A pre-school child at age three, in
hearing about adoption, is expected not to
understand its real meaning. Our study reveals
that the same may apply to older children. While
listening to the researcher pronouncing the word
"adoption" these children do not seem to
understand its meaning.

Therefore, it was expected that discussions by
adults with regard to the subject of adoption,
would not affect the children’s socialisation nor
cause behavioural manifestations.

Anything that attracts children’s attention might
yield a number of effects of psychodynamic
factors. For example, in the case of an adopted
child, early repeated mentioning of adoption,
especially if this is of a teasing nature, could lead
to problems because of fantasies of being cruelly
rejected or deserted by his natural parents. The
fantasies of children in general, at early latency,
possess their own psychic reality. Children at that
age cannot easily, effectively and appropriately
express their feelings of fear, disappointment,
sadness or anger!’. Fantasies, when used to defend
against anxiety, are a means of inhibiting or
controlling instinctual conflicts. At this develop-
mental stage children distort or deny material
that threatens them'. On learning about adoption,
children in general may use denial as a defence
against the anxiety of wondering whether they
are biological children of their parents.

In our sample, non-adoptive children aged 4,
because they are not being aware of the meaning
of the word "adoption" seem to view it rather
superficially. Their answers "I do not know"
indicate that they are not ready to experience
fantasies about this subject. Fantasies that, "his
adopted peer being bad so his parents gave him
away" or "that the adopted child’s natural parents
were bad so they gave his peer away", with the
danger that they might generalize this to other
grown-ups, e.g. teachers, does not seem to be
probable.

According to our results 7-year-old children,
and especially girls, seem to perceive this matter
differently. They appeared rather confused,
because they did not know the meaning of the
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word "adopted"?. Oedipal and maternity factors
may have played a key role.

In the case of a non-adoptive child who has
been informed that his friend has two sets of
parents, the unknown natural parents "or bad
parents", become figures of fantasy while the
foster parents"or good parents", are representative
of reality. This can provide opportunities for
teasing, manipulation, and hurtful comments to
either the parents or the adoptive child, resulting
in a mutual projection of negative feelings®.

The non-adoptive child’s fantasies relating to
the possibility of being adopted alters according
to his age. Children 4+1 years old®, particularly
boys, have more controlled fantasies compared
to girls. This may mean that the type of assistance
needed in each case is different.

Since the child keeps the good and bad images
separate, this might lead to subsequent problems
in superego and ego ideal formation*.

The ego of the child in early latency is usually
not established enough to provide the stability
needed to face the task of learning in school, and
the challenges from peers in the classroom and
neighbourhood.

A child of this age continues to be vulnerable
to regression and to the overarching, punitive
superego which is new, untested, untried, and
often ineffective.

In our study children age 4 reacted to the
question "if they like adoptive children", without
really understanding it. Their answers did not
provide statistically interesting results.

But what happens when children grow up
further?

The objects existing in the external world,
which regulate the child’s behaviour after the
formation of the superego, come to occupy a
place in the child’s internal world?!?2. Step by
step, feelings, thoughts and mental activities
become concretely and reassuringly different
from acts and consequences?.

In present study the 7-year-old children,
although it was expected that they would react
differently, performed in the same way as the
first group of 4 years old did.

Even the 9-year-old children appeared to be
a little sceptical towards a positive answer to the
question No 3 (Do you like adopted children?).

This might indicate the creation of a confusing
effect by the Mass Media, which tends to overreact
to social events, in general.

The formation of the superego results from
both the processes of identification and
introjection®. In its more mature form, identifi-
cation becomes operational approximately during
the third year of life?> and continues on through
childhood and into later life, facilitating the
adjustment of a growing person.

In our study, 4 years old children reacted in
a way, which shows that by no means they have
identified with an adoptive child. Perhaps, for
these children not knowing what adoption means,
such identification was impossible for them.

Seven years old children seem unable to diffe-
rentiate themselves from a condition which makes
sense, comparing it with a nonsense unknown
one. Results of the question No 4 might reflect
that 7 years old boys become perplexed with the
nonsense word "fanoption".

However, at this developmental stage answers
from girls at least indicate that the healthy ego
means do not remains over. Undue stress may
arise at any point along the developmental
continuum, having an effect on ego functions,
which make for adaptation.

In certain aspects, the child unconsciously
tries to identify, to become the same as his
parents or other role figures in his life by
internalising one or more aspects of their
behaviour.

In time, the child begins to construct an inner
image of how he is supposed to be, in order to
fulfil parental expectations and construct the
concept of ego ideal.

His identification process focuses, upon the
psychological and social factors, which determine
who he is and what his relationship is to the
world in which he lives.

Disruption of this process has been observed
in some adopted children who were told at an
early age that they are adopted resulting in
difficulty in establishing a permanent sense of
self. When they have been informed about two
sets of parents, they might wonder who are they,
what is their real name, who are their real
parents.

The realization of the case in point happens
later, after identification has formulated and the
narcissism has constituted?.



88 LALOUMI-VIDALI E.

Nine years old children of age, knowing the
meaning of the word "adopted"? feel emotionally
secure contrary to 7 years old that seem to be
rather ambivalent.

Results in this study indicate that, boys
particularly 9 years old, seemed able to place the
necessary boundaries to their identification
processes and assume acceptable and creative
personal and social roles.

A child’s environment in school is more firmly
consolidated and through his identification with
a peer group, his ego gains additional strengths.
Playing with a peer group is very important at
all developmental stages. However, there are many
different types of social interaction occurring in
same-age children.

An adoptive child’s apparently uncomplicated
childhood behaviour, may alter suddenly to a
disordered one, including aggression, stealing,
running away from home, deterioration in
schoolwork, and difficulty in establishing a strong
feeling of identity and personal sense of security.
The same might happen to other children as well.

However, our results revealed that to 4 years
old children, social interaction with peers has
not been threatened. The presentations, com-
ments and discussions of Mass Media’s did not
attract their interest at all.

Seven-year-old girls, perceived this matter
rather less firmly than was expected. Their self-
esteem seemed to be lower than boys’ of the
same age (p< 0,0D).

On the other hand, both sexes at age 9 did
not feel threatened (p< 0,01).

The excessive publicity about adoption did
not create lack of confidence, development of
fears or a sense of under-estimation of adopted
children.

Although the subgroups are not too numerous,
our statistical results rather than simply
interpretations of feeling or behaviours, seem to
support the above.

Since our data were not collected before
children’s exposure to the Mass Media it may be
useful to compare them with those of different
countries in which people lack such "experience".

A longitudinal study, therefore, might prove
valuable. Due to the fact that Mass Media
(Newspapers and TV) may have totalitarian effect
on the same sociocultural population, such a study
has limited value in our case, for obvious reasons.

Of course, our results could be useful for future
comparisons.

Conclusion

The results of this study allow us to conclude
that for children age 4+% the exposure to the
negative publicity of adoption created by the Mass
Media, seem to have no impact on them, at least
at present.

However, children age 7+)2 and especially girls,
presented some degree of confusion and
apprehension and seemed to be in need of more
reassurance and praise in order to overcome this
major public event on adoption and its difficulties.
The children being bombarded by the Mass
Media, with information on cases of kidnap for
adoptions, might have been led into reluctance
to go to school on their own, or having difficulty
in making social attachments, and trusting others.

In contrast, the 9+) year old girls and boys
feel emotionally more secure and less dependent
on environmental influences (Mass Media etc).
These children demonstrate considerable ability
to place boundaries and protect themselves. Thus
in the latency period of development, the super-
ego is more firmly established, the ego is stronger
and the instinct and drives are more in child’s
service.

Therefore, teachers being aware of how
vulnerable children of 7+): years old, and espe-
cially girls are, should develop proper projects,
even at an earlier stage, helping them to approach
adoption naturally. At the story time they can use
fairy tales or puppet shows to present these issues
smoothly and make them understandable. Besides,
they can ask the whole class to adopt an animal,
so they can attribute a real and dimensional aspect
of adoption.

We believe that further studies in adoption
with a greater number of subjects should be
encouraged, so that all concerned would be able
to understand and sufficiently enhance the
concept of children’s adoption, its benefits and
its complicated processes.
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H mapotca perétn Stevepyndnke pe 6Komo va
avayvwplotel 1o g avtihapbavovtal kat mpo-
ceyyidouv 1o Bépa tng ulobeciag maidld mpo-
GYOALKNG KAl GYOAKNG nAtkiag petd amd pia e€e-
(ntnpévn napouciaon auvtol amd ta péca padi-
KNG evnpépwong. Xpnotpormomonke gia tporo-
rownpévn €k6oon Tou epwTnpatoldylou "Primary
Student Survey of Handicapped Persons’
Questionnaire" oe Tpelg opadeg pn vtoletnpévnv
matdiwv nAikiag 4, 7 kat 9 etwv. Ao Ta arote-
Méopata dwamotwdnke 6t ta dropa nAikiag 4
ETOV TOUAAYLGTOV oTnv rmapovca pdon Oev eiyav
ernpeactel and ta MME. Xtnv opdda twv Kopt-
Tolev nAikiag 7 e1ov Kataypapnke éva aicOnpa
arretAig mou ntav otatotikd onpavtikd (p<0.05),
Kat 1o orolo urmodetkvuet Tt To PYUAO AUTAG Tng
nAikiag ennpedotnke arnd ta MME ce oyéon pe
Ta ayopla 6e onpavtikotepo Babpd. Amd v dAAn
meupd ta dropa nAkiag 9 etwv £detéav Ot Atav
ouvateOnpatikd mo acpain xat Ayotepo eud-
Awta oty enppon twv MME (p<0.05).

Ta mapardve amoteAécpata urmodelkviouv Ot
éva meptBaAlov mou va epmvéet epmoetoclvn,
katavonon Kat kabnouyacpd amd v meupd twv
dackdAwy, elvat ouclwdeg yia ta dropa ndikiag
7 €16V, IPOKEIPEVOU VA TTPOOAPPOOTOUV £UKOAA
pe Betikd podIo otnv évvola tng vtobeoiag kat
otnyv moAUmlokn Stadikacia autg.

Appendix
Sex: Boy Girl
Age: 4 7 9
Siblings:...... Number Age:.
Father’s profession:........................o...
Mother’s  profession:.......................oL
1. Do you know what the word "adopted"
means ? Yes No

2. Tell me everything you know about an
"adopted" child: ...
3. Do you like "adopted" children?
Yes No
4. Do you have any "adopted" friends?
Yes No
5. Do you believe that playing with an
"adopted" child will lead you to have his
own "fate"?
Yes No

Don’t know

Don’t know

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Do you think that "adopted children" seem
a lot like you?
Yes No
Do you think that if you keep company
with an "adopted" child the other children
will stop to play with you?

Yes No

Don’t know

Don’t know

REFERENCES

Herson L (1995): Adoption. In HI Kaplan and BJ Sadock
(Eds). Comprehensive textbook of psychiatry VI. Vol. 2;
2450-2455,

Peller L (1963): "Further comments on adoption," Bulletin
of the Philadelphia. Psychoanalytic Association, 13; 1-14.
Grow L & Shapiro D (1975): Transracial adoption. New York.
Research Center-Child Welfare League of America.
Schechter MD (1967): "Psychoanalytic theory as it related
to adoption" Journal of the American Psychoanalytic
Association, 51; 695-708.

Schechter MD, Carlson PV, Simmons JQ, Work HH (1964):
"Emotional problems in the adoptee". Archives of General
Psychiatry, 10; 109-118.

Smith EM (1996): Unique issues of the adopted child; helping
parents talk openly and honestly with their child and the
community. Journal Psychosocial Nursing Mental Health
Service. Jul. 34 (7); 29-30.

Mpailis P and Chatsios G (1995): Investigations in Athens
too for cases of illegal adoptions. TA NEA (Athens, Greece).
8-5-95; 18-19.

Macedonia (1995): Huge dimensions of babies’ sale from
the institution. They happened mainly between 1940 and
1950 having declared them dead. MACEDONIA,
(Thessaloniki, Greece) 7-5-95, p 9.

Telidis Ch and Papadimoudis B (1995): How they snatch
and sell children. Four thousand pages with names and tragic
testimonies. ETHNOS. Athens, Greece. 26-5-95; 14-15.
Papanaoum P (1995): Baby merchants stole me from my
mother arms. THESSALONIKI (Thessaloniki, Greece); 11.
Laloumi-Vidali E (1996): Human relations and communication
in preschool education. From theory to practice. Thessaloniki,
Greece. Contemporary Publications.

Piaget J (1950): The psychology of intelligence. London.
Routledge & Kegan Paul (Eds)

Bornstein B. (1951): On Latency. In R S Eissler, et all (Eds).
The Psychoanalytic study of the child. New York. International
Universities Press Vol. 6; 276-285.

Shapiro T & Perry R (1972): "Latency revisited: the age 7
plus or minus 1". In R S Eissler, et al (Eds); The psychoanalytic
study of the child. New Haven, Conn. Yale University Press,
Vol. 31; 79-105.

Williams M (1972): Problems of technique during latency.
In RS Eissler et al. (Eds) The psychoanalytic study of the
child. New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press. Vol. 27; 598-
620

)



90

LALOUMI-VIDALI E.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

Esposito B & Reed TM (1986): The effect of contact with
handicapped persons on young children’s attitudes.
Exceptional Children; 53; 224-229.

Berman S. (1979): The Psychodynamic aspects of behavior.
In J D Noshpitz and IN Berlin (Eds). Basic Handbook of
Child Psychiatry. New York; Basic Books, Inc. Vol 2; 3-27.
Peller L (1962): "About telling the child of his adoption".
Bulletin of the Philadelphia. Psychoanalytic Associationon,
12; 146-158.

Laloumi-Vidali E (2000): The concept of adoption in
childhood. Proceedings of the II Panhellenic pedagogical
conference. Athens, Greece.

Schechter MD (1960): "Observations on adopted children"
Archives of General Psychiatry, 3; 45/21-56/32.

Solnit AJ (1979): Psychosocial development; three to five
years. In J D Noshpitz and IN Berlin (Eds). Basic Handbook
of Child Psychiatry. New York. Vol. I; 176-184.

Solnit AJ, Call JD, Feinstein CB (1979): Psychosocial
development; five to ten years. In J D Noshpitz and IN
Berlin (Eds). Basic Handbook of Child Psychiatry. New York.
Vol. T; 184-190.

Piaget J and Inhelder B (1969): The psychology of the child.
New York. Basic Books (Eds).

Sandler J (1960): "On the concept of Superego”. In RS Eissler
et all (Eds). The psychoanalytic study of the child. New York.
International Universities Press, 15; 128-161.

Schafer R (1968): Aspects of internalization. New York.
International Universities Press (Eds).

Esagian G. (2000): Psychodynamic study of problems raised
by the issue of adoption. In introduction to psychopathology.
Esagian G. and Mastoridi publications (Eds) Thessaloniki,
p206.

AMAnldoypaypia

E. Aadoupn-BiddAn
Kopvnvéy 89 (5)

552 306 Iavopapa
®eoccalovikn

TnA. 0310341532

Fax 0310343732

Email: vidalis@med.auth.gr

Corresponding author
Laloumi-Vidali E.

89 (5) Komninon str.

552 36 Panorama
Thessaloniki, Greece

Tel. +30 310341532

Fax +30 310343732
Email: vidalis@med.auth.gr



