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Children born outside marriage  
 
Children whose parents weren’t married when they were born have been labelled ‘baseborn,’ 
‘illegitimate,’ or ‘bastard,’ or people said that the baby was ‘born on the wrong side of the blanket.’ If 
someone found out, the girl was seen as a ‘fallen woman’ and the baby was the girl’s ‘dirty little 
secret.’ A politer description in older documents is ‘natural child,’ although this still distinguishes 
from a child born within a marriage. Because of inheritance laws, historically, babies born outside of 
marriage would have been given these labels, but these old terms can feel even more offensive now. 
Whilst the parents were usually not married, why is the baby given the noun label ‘adoptee’? They 
(myself included) are a ‘person who was adopted.’ 
 
Why do people from so many cultures make young girls give up their babies? 
 
Before adoption was legalised, many girls and women who felt that they couldn’t keep their baby 
would secretly give their baby to a relative, maybe an aunt or sister who couldn’t have children, or a 
relative with lots of children, maybe the grandmother; some would abandon the baby, usually 
leaving the baby where someone could hopefully find him/ her (termed ‘foundling’); or, in moments 
of desperation, even take the baby’s life. When the baby was kept in the family, the mother would 
have to ‘watch from the outside,’ and have no say in the matter. The 1851 Massachusetts Adoption 
of Children Act is widely considered the first ‘modern’ adoption law.1 It was made legal to adopt in 
1926 in the UK; in Scotland in 1930; in Northern Ireland in 1931; in the Republic of Ireland in 1953.  
  
Many cultures have the presumption that an unmarried mother won’t be able to care for the child 
‘properly.’ Many religious families consider it sinful to have had sex before marriage, and it becomes 
the girl’s ‘fault’ if she ‘got herself’ pregnant. Some girls/ women report that they were coerced into 
giving up their baby; others were told that their baby was stillborn or had died, but the baby was 
given (sold) to a married couple, often from abroad, termed ‘baby scooping.’ (The book/ film 
‘Philomena’ reflects that situation).  
 
The ‘altruistic’ world of adoption 
 
It is assumed that adoption has little/ no effect on children (people are replaceable and children 
‘bounce back’) and that it is possible to substitute mothers (like a replaced teddy bear or pet). It is 
assumed that because there are professionals involved, everything must have been done correctly, 
and that it is a wonderful solution for everyone: parents receive a new baby, the baby gets a loving 
family, and the birth mother feels the baby has gone to a ‘good’ family. ‘Love will conquer all.’  
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Mental health issues 
 
Psychiatrist Verrier warned that the separation of a baby and mother is a trauma that can have 
lifelong consequences for the mother (parents) and child.2 Some women never recover from the 
injustice of having their baby taken from them, and have the symptoms of Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD). The adopted person can feel that their biological mother ‘rejected’ them; ‘she gave 
me away’ or ‘she didn’t want me enough.’ The person can ‘feel abandoned’ and comes to feel 
‘abandonable’ or ’not good enough’ to have been kept. This can develop into relationship problems 
or self-esteem issues.  
 
Have you ever found your ‘real’ family? 
 
Whilst faced with that infuriating question, if you choose to look for your birth parent/s, then there 
can be a lot of bureaucratic paperwork; or you may find that the records are sealed and withheld 
from public inspection. This potentially means that many adopted people will never get their original 
birth certificate. DNA testing may help identify biological relatives. 
 
DNA testing 
 
If adopted people do a DNA test, then they will 
biologically match with other people, and can then 
interpret the information as relationship predictors. (See 
Tierney’s Consanguinity Chart).3 It can be useful to enter 
the shared cM you have with a match into Bettinger’s 
‘Shared cM Project 4.0 tool v4,’ which will reveal a variety 
of proposed relationships.4 Ethnicity estimates can also 
be ‘gold dust’ for adopted people, providing huge clues. 
DNA matches should be added to a biological tree, rather 
than a family tree. Adopted people can also utilise 
GEDmatch, which allows DNA uploads from various sites: 
Ancestry, 23AndMe, FTDNA, with more companies 
potentially being added. This increases the chance for 
collaboration with matches. Some people utilise a ‘bow 
tie’ tree to graphically represent the two families. 
 
Some useful DNA tools   
 

 DNA Detectives5 on Facebook is a discussion forum where people can also ask for help from 
‘search angels’ 

 Mirroring a Tree on Ancestry (for Adoptees)6 explains how to utilise information from DNA 
and combine that with a tree  

 
Collaboration 
 
Collaboration with a small DNA match added a whole branch to my biological tree, and taught me 
many lessons about mixing DNA results with a paper trail. My first Ancestry DNA collaboration was 
with a match with a medium tree and a friendly picture, who shared 32cM across 3 segments, and 
was predicted to be my 4th to 6th cousin. His mother was predicted as my 3rd to 4th cousin, with a 
match of 121cM across 7 segments, and his brother shared 108cM across 6 segments, and was 
predicted to be a 3rd to 4th cousin. Consulting our trees, looking for common ancestral names and 



filling in potential positions, revealed ‘truer’ tree positions. Having a ‘fixed’ position on my tree 
meant that I could add other matches to branches with more confidence. Triangulation can help. 
 
Suggestions for an opening message to distant relatives 
 
Dear (insert name), I noticed that we share a DNA match of XYZ cM across XYZ segments, and (DNA 
testing company name) predicts that we are potentially (2nd to 3rd) (XYZ) cousins. (It also appears that 
we share some names & places in our trees, specifically XYZ in XYZ place.) I was wondering whether 
you wanted to collaborate about our match. I hope to hear from you, Best wishes, (your name).  
 
Being diplomatic is vital. Your good news may be good news for you, but could be bad or unexpected 
news for someone else.  
 
Points to remember 
 
The predicted relationship based on your DNA match may not be the exact one that it is in your tree. 
My grandchildren are suggested to be my 1st cousins; a third cousin is predicted to be my 4th to 6th 
cousin, based on amount of DNA shared. You could consult a consanguinity chart to see the variety 
of relationships a DNA match could be. Don’t assume the other person is an expert, they may well be 
a hobbyist. It’s not compulsory to reply to messages or collaborate; it’s not compulsory to share your 
tree. You can’t delete what you say to people.  
 
Contacting bio parents 
 

• take things slowly, but not too slowly 
• maybe use an intermediary 
• think through possibilities, but don’t over-think 
• consider people’s feelings 
• ask advice from  people close to you 
• look after yourself 
• be patient, it is a new relationship 

 
Reunion outcomes 
 
Can range from prefect through to horrendous. 
 
Ethical dilemmas 
 
Many people don’t know whether to search for their birth parent/s or not, and a big worry is about 
hurting their adopted family if they decide to search for biological relatives. Those who don’t want 
to search for biological families often feel pressured into doing so, and are asked to justify why they 
don’t want to search. Some people approach birth families as soon as they get contact details; 
others utilise an intermediary; some people can spend many weeks, months, even years trying to 
decide the best way to approach them; others never feel emotionally equipped to initiate contact. 
Be careful with your initial approach. The biological mother and father may not want to be found. 
This can be a painful second rejection. Explanations around conception can be very upsetting or 
even traumatising, if the conception wasn’t as a result of consensual sex. There is the possibility of 
knowing biological relatives without knowing that they were.  
 
Finding biological family many years after the adoption means that time has passed, the biological 
parents are probably not together, so there are two families to look for. This can rake up many old 



memories and feelings, and needs to be handled sensitively and carefully. People can be found 
quickly through social media, and there may have been little time to absorb the implications. The 
biological parents may well have had subsequent relationships or married other people, and there 
could be other partners and half siblings. Some people do not have the expected parent/ child 
reunion, for example, transgender adults reuniting with their birth mother. Some adopted people 
point out that inter-racial adoption means that they have also been fragmented from their culture, 
language or religion. Adding people to a biological tree immediately labels them ‘mother,’ ‘father,’ 
‘grandparents’ and so on, which can feel uncomfortable, as those labels haven’t been used for any of 
those people before. Should people state someone was adopted on the birth information section on 
a tree? An adopted person’s birth parent(s) may also want to add the birth of the child who they 
gave up for adoption. An adopted lady had her adopted name expunged because she went to her 
local County Court to have her adoption annulled. She changed her name back to her original birth 
name because, she felt her adopted name was a fictional identity created by a Victorian 
government.7 She didn’t discuss how her adoptive parents felt about this matter. Many adopted 
people find as much, or more enjoyment from compiling an ancestral tree than meeting living 
relatives.8  
 
Never lose hope 
 
An Irish woman, Eileen Macken, aged 81, tracked down her birth mother after a genealogist helped 
to identify Eileen's birth mother through DNA testing.9 Her mother was alive and well (2019) at the 
age of 103, plus two half-brothers who were in their 70s.   

 
 Books by the speaker: 

 
‘Ethical Dilemmas in Genealogy’  
Chapter 4: Adoption.  
ISBN: 9781724038241  
 
‘The Psychology of Searching’ 
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Both available on Amazon in paperback or kindle 
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