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For too long, adoption research has 

been largely separate from other 

developmental research and I look 

forward to the new Centre to 

leading the change.  Both fields 

have much to learn from the other
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CHALLENGES
1. Huge diversity in individual responses to all 

situations (see Rutter & Sonuga-Barke, 2010)

2. All substantial experiences involve biological 

changes (Rutter & Azis-Clauson, in press)

3. Nature and nurture are not as separate as used to 

be thought (Rutter, 2006)

4. Most human behaviour involves 2-way interactions 

(Bell, 1968)

5. Natural experiments and animal models crucial to 

test causal inferences (Thapar & Rutter, in press)
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AGE OF ENTRY AND COGNITIVE 

OUTCOMES, AGE 11
(Institution-Reared Romanian Adoptees)
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Differences In Head Circumference According To Presence Of 

Subnutrition In Individuals Whose Institutional Care Did Or Did 

Not Last Beyond The Child’s Age Of 6 Months
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GENETICALLY INFLUENCED ROUTES 

TO POST-PUBERTAL DEPRESSION 
Eaves et al 2003

GENES

Early Environmental Susceptibility to

anxiety adversity risk environments

Depression

N.B. No significant effect of E in absence of rGE and GxE

Little main effect of genes on depression that was independent of

these 3 routes

rGE GxE‘Main effect’
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SEPARATING EFFECTS OF CHILDREN ON 

PARENTS FROM SOCIALISATION INFLUENCES 

ON CHILDREN (data from Anderson et al., 1986)
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WHY IS ERA A ‘NATURAL EXPERIMENT’? I
(See Rutter et al. 2012, JAACAP)

1. Major discontinuity in the quality of care 

after adoption

2. Transition took place over an accurately 

dated short period

3. Children placed in institution within the early 

weeks of life

4. Prior to the fall of the Ceaușescu regime 

scarcely any children left the institution

5. Romanian authorities decided which 

children could be considered for adoption
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WHY IS ERA A ‘NATURAL EXPERIMENT’? II

6. No child returned to institution

7. Very poor outcome previously shown for 

children remaining in the institution

8. Comparison group of nondeprived adopted 

children to control for any effects of 

adoption

9. Longitudinal design with measurement at 

ages 4, 6, 11 and 15 years to assess 

within-individual change

10. Variation in age at adoption allowed possible 

sensitive period effects to be examined
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THREE NEW ADOPTION STUDIES 

TO CONSIDER

a) Golombok’s comparison of adoption by 
heterosexual couples, lesbian couples and 
gay male couples (Golombok et al, 2013; 
Mellish, 2013; Jennings et al, 2014)

b) Rutter’s Romanian adoptees without 
subnutrition (Rutter et al. 2012) 

c) Chinese adoption study (Feast et al, 2013; 
Rushton et al, 2013)

d) Greek adoption study (Vorria et al, submitted 
a & b)
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Study of 41 adoptive gay father 

families compared with 40 

adoptive lesbian mother families 

and 49 adoptive heterosexual 

families with a child aged 4 to 8 

years who had been with the 

adoptive family for at least 12 

months (Golombok et al, 2013)
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GOLOMBOK STUDY MAIN 

FINDINGS

Gay fathers showed somewhat higher levels 

of warmth, higher levels of interaction and 

higher levels of responsiveness than 

heterosexual parents

Children reared by gay and lesbian couples 

had lower levels of behavioural problems

(But all between-group differences small)
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Tried to conceive a child 

unsuccessfully (Mellish et al, 2013)
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POSSIBLE REASONS FOR GOOD 

OUTCOMES IN GAY MEN ADOPTEE 

FAMILIES

a) Gay fathers not experienced the stress of 

infertility and failed fertility treatments and 

adoption not just a second choice

b) Possibly, screening process more stringent 

with respect to gay men

c) Unlike lesbian couples, no dispute between 

gay couples with respect to who is ‘the 

mother’ because neither is
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS FROM 

GOLOMBOK STUDY

Gay couples comprise a largely untapped pool 

of potential adoptive parents

Quality of family life more important than 

family type

BUT

Note that the gay men are not typical of all gay 

men in their wish to adopt (the lesson is to 

look at the particular in all cases)
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ROMANIAN ADOPTEES WITHOUT 

SUBNUTRITION 
(Rutter et al, 2012)

27 individuals with ‘pure’ psychosocial 

deprivation (ie with normal weight at 

adoption)

Compared with

81 individuals in a composite comparison 

group also without subnutrition
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Rate of deprivation-specific patterns (DSP) 

in comparison group and the pure 

psychosocial deprivation group
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MAIN CONCLUSION

The findings of the main Romanian 

study applied to those without 

subnutrition and, hence, 

subnutrition not the main risk 

factor
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CHINESE STUDY 
(Feast et al, 2013; Rushton et al, 2013)

Follow-up study at a mean age of 48 years of 72 women from 
a Hong Kong orphanage adopted by UK families (all but 9 
white) at a mean age of 20 months

Comparison with a general population sample at age 42 from 
the National Child Development study, with a special focu 
on 50 British-born women adopted in infancy

No between-group differences in physical or psychological 
well-being (but Chinese adoptees less likely to smoke or 
drink heavily)

But

More Chinese adoptees (over a third compared to one in ten) 
achieved university degrees

Most Chinese adoptees marred (ave length 18 years) and two 
thirds had children



20

POSSIBLY RELEVANT FEATURES 

WITH RESPECT TO OUTCOME

Orphanage care in Hong Kong lacked individualised 

care but NOT associated with severe global 

deprivation

Chinese people worldwide show high levels of 

educational attainment

Only 10% of Chinese adoptees viewed their adoption 

negatively but this retrospective (and therefore 

possibly biased) view associated with less good 

outcome

Transracial adoption may be less difficult with 

Chinese children than other ethnic groups
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GREEK ADOPTEE STUDY
(Vorria et al, submitted)

Study began with an assessment of the infants 
during their period in the Metera Babies Center.  
There was a comparison group of children living 
with their biological parents and attending a day 
care centre

52 adoptees compared with 36 individuals in the day 
care group

Adoption was at a mean age of 1 year 8 months

Metera lacked individualised care but, like the Hong 
Kong orphanage, there was no gross deprivation 
otherwise

Follow-up at mean age of 13 years (there was also 
an earlier follow-up at about age 4 years)
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Quality of attachment relationships in 

the two groups
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Group differences in WISC IQ total 

score and in school performance
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INFERENCES BASED ON CHINESE 

AND GREEK STUDIES

Poor outcomes in the Romanian study 

probably a consequence of profound 

deprivation and NOT institutional care per 

se

Implication is that early institutional care 

(although not desirable) is probably NOT

the source of major risk

Early institutional care NOT usually a cause of 

severe problems in relationships
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OVERALL CONCLUSIONS

Exciting new findings are challenging previous 

views

Also, the findings are generally very 

encouraging

Moreover, they nicely illustrate how research 

into adoption can inform our understanding 

of normal development, and vice versa
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