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ABSTRACT 
This paper addresses itself to the topic 

of the single adoptive parent, a relatively 
new phenomenon in the adoptive process 
in Australia. It presents a review of the 
available research and a critical dis­
cussion of some of the pertinent issues 
raised by a consideration of this area. 
Brief comment is made about the current 
Australian scene and it is concluded that 
with caution, placement of children with 
single adoptive parents could be made on 
a routine basis. 

INTRODUCTION 
Adoption by single persons is a 

relatively new phenomenon in the field of 
social sciences in Australia although they 
have been a regular part of the American 
scene since 1965. "Placement with single 
persons has in general met with com­
munity acceptance", state Shirman and 
Johnson1 and in a recent urban Australian 
survey on community attitudes and adop­
tion in which a question on the topic of 
single persons being permitted to adopt 
was included the results indicated that 60 
per cent approved, 30 per cent were 
against and 10 per cent were uncertain.2 

The survey was conducted in large 
shopping malls, in the four geographic 
suburban areas of Sydney and a total of 
233 persons (96 male and 137 female) co­
operated. 

Comments made by respondents were 
varied; some stated emphatically that 
"children deserve two parents", others 
qualified positive responses by stating 
"single women only" or "if they are 
carefully screened". The question of 
homosexuality was raised and many of 
those who fell into the "don't know" 
category did so because they were 
uncertain about this issue although they 
were generally in favour of single persons 
being allowed to adopt. Several stated, 
"single persons yes, but no homosexuals" 
as though homosexuality was somehow 
contagious. One response was "yes, most 
definitely single people as well as gay 
couples." 

By far the largest number of comments 
were made by positive respondents along 
the lines of, "yes, why not, so long as they 
are emotionally mature and financially 
secure." Many were keen to discuss the 
subject in relation to the increasing 
number of single biological families, most 
drawing the supporting parent bemefit, 
and the consequent illogicality of denying 
single persons the right to parent by 
adoption. A few carried this farther by 
stating that "this just encourages 
immorality", that is, the State will pay a 

single person who gets pregnant to keep 
and raise their child but will not let a single 
person who wishes to parent a child 
without conceiving it adopt one. 

In Australia the issue of single 
adoptive parents is only just arising but 
the survey presented here suggests that 
community attitudes are accepting of it 
and with caution such placements could 
be made on a routine basis. 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
The first major review was that by 

Kadushin3 in 1970 and this still remains 
the standard and most quoted reference 
in the area. Kadushin looked not only at 
single parent adoptions as such but also 
at the single parent family as a con­
sequence of loss, desertion, divorce and 
separation as well as illegitimacy and 
came to the conclusion that the single 
parent family is "merely a variant child-
rearing context and not inherently or 
necessarily pathogenic", it being a 
common supposition that single parent­
hood is pathological. Kadushin further 
stated that the single adoptive family is 
likely to be the least pathogenic of all 
kinds of single parent families. Herzog 
and Sudia4 in a review of literature on 
fatherless homes, came to the same 
general conclusions and suggested that 
society needs to be more flexible in 
thinking about alternatives which can be 
productively employed for children need­
ing substitute families. More recently the 
New Statesman for 11 January, 19855 in 
its editorial on'Questions of Motherhood' 
stated the following: 

" . . . an unacceptable standard is that 
only married couples should have 
and bring up children and that any 
other arrangement is 'unnatural' and 
should be prevented, or at least 
strongly discouraged by society . . . 
The existence of a marital relationship 
is in itself no guarantee that a child will 
be well or lovingly brought up: and 
millions of children clearly thrive 
under the care of one or more adults 
living outside any conventional 
marital relationship." 
The earliest published study was one 

which followed up eight single adoptive 
placements by the Los Angeles Depart­
ment of Adoption6 and found the outcome 
very promising with "steady progress in 
the development of the child as a person . 
. . in several instances the development 
has been truly dramatic." A later study7 

also conducted under the auspices of the 
same department was based on 36 place­
ments, 35 women and one man and the 
findings were again very positive. A more 
comprehensive follow-up of 28 single 
women and 3 single men who adopted 

black infants in the Chicago area was 
undertaken by Shireman and Johnson.8 

Parents were interviewed in the first weeks 
of the placement after two months and 
three to four years later and it was found 
that while parents reported many pro­
blems right after placement, a function of 
anxiety at having to cope alone, by two 
months only three were seen by the 
researchers as being problematic and 
good progress was maintained at the 
follow-up at age of four. 

A study comparing single adoptive 
parents and adoptive couples on a more 
national basis was that of Feigleman and 
Silverman9 and their sample consisted of 
58 single parents (43 females and 15 
males) and 679 couples, which in the 
follow-up six years later in 1981 was 
reduced to 35 single parents and 337 
adoptive couples.10 Their findings indi­
cated that single adoptive parents: 
• were more likely to live in urban areas 

and couples in the suburbs; 
• tended to be more highly educated 

than their adoptive couple counter­
parts and engaged in two main pro­
fessional occupations, education and 
social welfare work; 

• incomes were on average lower than 
couples, due to couples possessing 
dual earning power and the over-
representation of women in the single 
parent group, i.e. "it is widely known 
that women in nearly every occupa­
tional category earn less than men 
performing similar functions. Also 
women are more likely to pursue their 
occupations on a part-time basis".11 

• were more closely affiliated with their 
extended families than couples; 

• the women but not the men, were older 
than most adoptive couples; 

• tended to adopt children of their own 
sex; 

• were more flexible and more willing 
to adopt hard-to-place and handi­
capped children; 

• tended to adopt older children. 
I n comparing experiences of the single 

adopters and the couples, substantially 
similar problems and outcomes were 
found with respect to raising adopted 
children. The results of their research, 
Feigleman and Silverman12 state: 

"Offer positive support for the new and 
growing practice of single parent 
adoption . . . These findings confirm 
earlier studies on the success of the 
overwhelming majority of single parent 
placements and suggest that single 
parents are as viable a resource for 
adoptive placements as couples. In 
fact, given the present discrimination 
against single parents in the adoption 
process, the absence of spouse 
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supports and their more limited economic 
resources, these positive findings suggest 
that single adoptive parents possess un­
usually high commitments to parenting". 

CRITICAL DISCUSSION ON SOME 
PERTINENT ISSUES 

The studies reviewed above are the 
major ones in the area of single parent 
adoption, although there are numerous 
mentions in studies of adopted children of 
single adoptive parents. For example, 
Jepson's13 report on the specialist British 
adoption agency, "Parents for Children" 
which finds homes for children with 
special needs, cites four of the first 38 
children placed as being placements with 
single women. (Amongst the adopting 
couples, one mother who adopted had 
had a sex change operation and 
subsequently married.) In addition, in a 
recent Newsweek14 article on adoption, of 
the four cases mentioned of intercountry 
adoption of babies from war-torn E1 
Salvador, one was a baby boy placed with 
a single woman. 

While the limited research published 
to date indicates very positive results for 
children adopted by single parents, there 
is an obvious need for continued longterm 
follow-up through the adolescent years 
and into adulthood. However, there is, it is 
suggested, enough accumulated evi­
dence to support the practice of allowing 
single persons to adopt. 

The arguments against single parent 
adoption have, as their basis, outmoded 
19th century Victorian attitudes towards 
the family and especially towards women 
and their role in society. As their starting 
point they begin ". . . every child has a 
right to a family" and by family is meant 
two persons joined in wedlock, in which 
the male works and the female stays at 
home. In conjunction with this is the often 
repeated statement that the unmarried 
mother "gave up her baby for adoption so 
that it could have a real family, a mother 
and a father". 

As a 20th century starting point in 
keeping with Demause's15 concept of 
child care, it is suggested that every child 
has a right to be loved and nurtured in a 
consistent, caring parent-child relation­
ship." Indeed, Goldstein, Freud and 
Solnit16 in their study of children's needs, 
"Beyond the Best Interests of the Child" 
take the view that the child requires a con­
sistent "psychological parent" who may 
be biological, adoptive or a caring adult 
who is stable and loving and an inter­
acting part of the child's experience of the 
world. If two such persons in a mutually 
giving and harmonious relationship are 
available, so much the better; but one 
married person and a non-participating 
partner does not constitute "psycho­
logical parents" merely a married couple, 
and a marriage certificate does not auto­
matically confer parenting skills on both 
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or either person. 
A similar but more specifically stated 

view is espoused by Donley17 who argues 
that the true basis for single parent place­
ments is not the absence of two parent 
options, but the fact that children need the 
nurture and stability resulting from a 
healthy parent-child relationship.To make 
such a relationship what is required is a 
capable and caring adult who makes a 
longterm commitment to the child - one 
person is all that is required provided 
they have the necessary psychosocial 
attributes. 

An argument which is seen as liberal 
and sensible is that which states that 
where a married couple is not available to 
adopt a child, a single person should be 
considered, thus only if there is no other 
option should a single person wanting to 
parent be permitted to do so. This is not 
saying "no single person adoptions", it is a 
sanctimonious appeasement view which 
in essence really states that single per­
sons should be given only what married 
couples do not want, that is, the un­
acceptable given the unplaceable. The 
latter are of course "children with special 
needs", being older aged, minority or 
mixed race, emotionally disturbed, physi­
cally or intellectually handicapped, or 
those with serious medical problems. 

While probably as many single 
persons as married or de facto couples 
are capable, loving and willing to parent a 
special needs child as a policy statement, 
this is both discriminatroy and illogical.To 
quote Feigleman and Silverman18: 

'These placements appear para­
doxical: those who are felt to possess 
the least resources to parent have 
been assigned the children who would 
seem to require the most demanding 
kinds of care". 
However, it is suggested that among 

special needs children there are those for 
whom psychologically the first choice for 
placement is with a single person where 
there will be not competition with other 
children or with an adult. For some 
children relating to one person committed 
to them is as much as they can manage, 
two persons committed first to each other 
and then to them is too threatening, too 
much to cope with. The child may end up in 
competition with an adult and become the 
identified cause of a rift or actual separa­
tion which further contributes to feelings 
of rejection, poor self esteem and un-
lovableness. This applies particularly to 
children who are emotionally im­
poverished, always demanding, never it 
seems able to be satisfied — the bottom­
less pit syndrome. They need a committed 
one-to-one relationship in which they are 
contained and the fear that if they give the 
little they have, they will be empty is slowly 
worked through by the constant avail­
ability of a loving adult who provides a 
model of non-threatening giving and 
receiving as well as good objects and 
experiences to be integrated and 
internalized. Each case is of course an 
individual one and the needs of the child 
are paramount but there is no doubt that 



single persons have special skills to offer 
and this needs to be recognised and acted 
upon. 

The issue of intercountry adoption is a 
somewhat different one because of the 
greater number of abandoned infants and 
children who, if an intercountry placement 
is not possible face life in an orphanage. 
No one who has visited such institutions 
would agree that they are preferable to an 
overseas adoption. The question then 
becomes - is it better to allow a single 
person to parent an infant or leave it in an 
orphanage and hope a married couple 
happens along? The longer the infant is 
left without a parent, the harder it becomes 
to find parents. So, in effect, by the time 
five or six years have passed and the child 
comes into the special needs category, 
viz, "an older aged adoption", we can then 
consent to allowing a single person to 
adopt the child-In whose best interests is 
this situation? Children should not be 
subjected to such a fate when there are 
individuals willing and able to parent but 
who are prevented from so doing. After all, 
if the donor country approves allocation to 
single persons, and many do, then is it fair 
that the receiving country over-rides it? 
Are we more moral or immoral for doing 
so? It is their children we are offering to 
parent and by taking such a limited view 
we are condemning many children to 
institutional life who would otherwise find 
a home and family. 

The issue raised above is essentially 
that of competition which is highlighted by 
the fact that while the numbers of babies 
available for adoption has steadily de­
creased, the demand for them has in­
creased. The perfect white Anglo-Saxon 
newborn waiting to be adopted is a thing of 
the past and in consequence the situation 
has become much more emotional. The 
long period of waiting is stressful to the 
individuals and often a strain on their 
marital relationship. In some instances a 
compromise solution is to adopt a special 
needs child or make an intercountry adop­
tion, and as incountry adoptions have 
decreased so intercountry ones have 
increased. The hidden fear that allowing 
single persons to adopt will open the 
floodgates is groundless and has not been 
found to be an issue in the past 20 years in 
America. The single person who wishes to 
adopt is not the popular stereotype of the 
young irresponsible carefree single 
person, it is an older minority group who 
have come to the decision that they wish to 
parent a child after long and careful 
consideration and preparation for such an 
event. 

An even more emotive topic is that of 
homosexual individuals who wish to 
adopt. Here moral outrage is complete 
and the fact that what is really at stake is a 
parent for a parentless child is lost sight of. 
There is no evidence to suggest that a 
stable, caring, emotionally and financially 
secure homosexual person has less to 
offer in parenting a child than a similar 
heterosexual person. Being homosexual 
does not qualitatively alter the individual's 

capacity to nurture, love and protect a 
child and their own sexuality is not 
transmitted by proximity. After all, most 
homosexuals are the products of con­
ventional family backgrounds — their 
parents are married couples. 

The case for single parent adoption is 
made against a world of rapidly changing 
attitudes and values a world in which the 
concept of the nuclear family has radically 
altered and conscious decisions by indivi­
duals not to have biological children but to 
adopt or to extend their family by adoption 
are not uncommon. The single adoptive 
parent may or may not be fertile but this is 
not relevant, a conscious decision has 
been made to parent a child already born 
and without parents and it is this fact that 
should be given priority over all others. 
Single adoptive parents are by virtue of 
their own decision very highly motivated 
and committed to parenting a child, per­
haps more so than the conventional 
adoptive couple. 

THE AUSTRALIAN SCENE 
The single adoptive parent in Australia 

is as yet an isolated phenomenon, al­
though provision is made in most states for 
particular or unusual circumstances, that 
is, placement of a child usually older or 
with special needs, with a single person, if, 
as the law requires, a suitable married 
couple cannot be found. It is only recently 
that single persons have begun to apply to 
their relevant state government depart­
ments to adopt on the same basis as 
couples, however, most have been par­
ticularly interested in intercountry 
adoption. 

Over the past three years in NewSouth 
Wales, the department of Youth and 
Community Services has received an in­
creasing number of enquiries by single 
persons, predominantly women, who wish 
to adopt. Most of these enquiries have 
related to intercountry adoption and 
single persons have been attending the 
intercountry adoption seminars set up by 
the Department for prospective parents. 
However, single persons are strongly dis­
couraged and even when applications are 
submitted it may take up to a year or 
eighteen months, as in one applicant's 
case, to obtain a home visit by the District 
Officer. A home visit provides the basis for 
the "Home Study" sent to the overseas 
country and is essential in terms of 
whether or not the District Officer makes a 
positive recommendation for approval and 
so permits the application to proceed 
through the normal bureaucratic channels. 

Success to date has been limited, one 
completed adoption, one allocation and 
three recommendations, all of which have 
as at April 1985 been waiting over a year 
for a final decision. Information from other 
states suggests a similar situation with 
perhaps a more positive approach in 
South Australia. So where does this leave 
those single persons who wish to adopt? 
As with married couples, alternative solu­
tions will inevitably be sought and for them 
this means acting without Departmental 

approval and arranging their own adop­
tion through agencies in those countries 
which permit single persons to adopt. 
While such action is not recommended, it 
is seen as a final resort by those who have 
been denied legitimate approval and feel 
that they have no other option. This is a 
hazardous course to undertake and more 
so for single persons who, because they 
are acting without their own country's 
official sanction, are vulnerable to ex­
ploitation and harrassment since there is 
no turning back, no second chance 
should anything go wrong. 

Determination and perseverance are 
needed to remain hopeful, human and 
productive, but as the war of nerves pro­
ceeds so the individual's limit of en­
durance is reached and it is then that the 
decision to act without approval is taken. 

The situation is in every way a very 
stressful one, it is not only the endless 
waiting but also the continual deferral of 
decisions which may be dragged out to 
such an extent that the age barrier can 
finally be used as the reason to refuse the 
application. This has occurred in one in­
stance already and is likely in more cases 
especially if the age limit for prospective 
adoptive applicants is lowered as appears 
to be a recommendation of the NewSouth 
Wales review on adoption. Delay is for this 
group of individuals of particular concern 
since most are well into their thirties by the 
time they feel that they have the necessary 
resources and background to parent a 
child. In addition, lack of information and 
support such as that provided by parent 
consumer groups (A.S. IAC, I.CA, etc.) 
for prospective intercountry adoptive 
couples, their small numbers and relative 
isolation has contributed to their feelings 
of despondency. In New South Wales, 
however, contact between applicants has 
been made and a support group, Single 
Adoptive Parents Support, which func­
tions as a self help network providing 
information, literature, contacts and moral 
support as well as bi-monthly meetings 
has been established. It would seem that 
despite all obstacles, prospective single 
adoptive parents are not going to give up 
or give in, they are going to persevere and 
battle on. To battle to be able to parent a 
parentless child is a battle that needs to be 
supported and won. 

CONCLUSION 
Adoption is essentially a humanitarian 

endeavour to provide a child who has lost 
his or her parents, for whatever reason, 
with a new family. The new family may be 
large or small, what is essential is a 
consistent loving relationship with an 
adult committed to caring for and helping 
the child develop and actualize his or her 
potential. That a single person is able to 
undertake such a task is beyond doubt, 
and all research so far, points to positive 
outcomes in the area of single adoptive 
parents. In the light of such findings and in 
view of the high level of dedication to 
parenting associated with the single 
adoptive parent, it seems illogical and 
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inhumane to deny them the opportunity to 
parent a child and, more importantly, a 
child to have a parent. 
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