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Adoption Records Search 
and Outreach Program

Stats: 48.432 and 48.433

Our mission is to provide an 
easy system that allows access to 
information sharing in a manner 
that is respectful to both the 
adoptee and birth parents.



Program History
Prior to 1982 – Court order required for the release of 

identifying information.

May 16, 1982 – Creation of the Central Birth Registry 
and the Adoption Records Search Program providing 
process for adoption record searches.

April 14, 2006 – Act 343 changed the age required for 
an adoptee to request an identity search from 21 
to 18. 

February 4, 2016-Act 134 allows release of the 
identity of a deceased birth parent.



Closed Adoption Records

 Wisconsin adoption agencies are 
required to keep closed adoption 
records permanently. 

 Wisconsin statutes require the 
confidentiality of information in closed 
adoption records. State statutes 48.93

 Access to information in closed 
adoption records is provided through 
State statutes 48.432, 48.433, 48.434 
or by a Wisconsin court order.



Open Adoption

 Identifying information is shared prior to finalization.

 Adoptive families and birth parents are responsible for 
maintaining contact if they wish to have an open 
adoption.

 Open adoption does not mean open records.

 After finalization workers may not re-release identifying 
information.



48.434 

Created in 1997 in response to the open 
adoption movement. Provides a process for 
the release of identifying information when 
the adoptee is not yet 21. (rarely utilized)

Adoptive parents and/or birth parents can file 
consents with the adoption agency to allow 
for the release of their identities. *Outreach 
to other party is prohibited. 



Central Birth Registry

Provides a centralized location to permanently
keep medical/genetic and identifying 

information
on all Wisconsin adoptions so that:

Information is readily available for adoption
records search requests.

Updated information can be added to a child’s
record at any time.



Central Birth Registry

The following information is collected from 
adoption agencies and courts for microfilming:

Family History Questionnaire- Pregnancy and 
Delivery Information

Family History Questionnaire- Medical/Genetic 
*required by courts at TPR

Affidavit of consent (if filed by birth parent)
TPR court report and order
Court Report for Centralized Birth Record
Finalization report
Order of Adoption



Who Do We Serve?

 Adult Adoptees (18 or older)

 Individuals whose birth parents terminated rights but 
were never adopted

 Adoptive parents

 Birth parents

 Offspring of Adoptees

 Legal guardians/Social Workers



What Can Be Requested?

 All social and medical history 
information from the closed adoption 
record

 Updated family medical history

 Identity of birth parents

 Impounded birth certificate

 Assistance with tribal enrollment



Social and Medical History

A complete copy of the closed adoption file 
materials can be requested. Identifying 
information is deleted only if birth parents 
are living and request anonymity.

Private adoption agencies are required to send 
closed adoption files to the Adoption Records 
Search Program within 5 days of request.



Social and Medical History 
Includes:

 All birth family medical and social history

 Social worker’s narrative regarding the birth 
parent’s decision to place child for adoption

 Child’s birth, medical and foster home record

 Legal documents pertaining to TPR and adoption

 Post-placement narrative, sharing sheets, etc.



Birth parent outreach requests
 Birth parent contacts are handled in a direct, 

honest, confidential and sensitive manner.

 Wisconsin law allows living birth parents the right 
to choose  whether or not to release identifying 
information through our program.

 Birth fathers can only be contacted if paternity 
was legally adjudicated. 

 Both birth parents must agree to identity release 
if paternity was adjudicated.



Paternity Issues

 “Birth parent” is defined by statute. It is not 
synonymous with “biological” parent.

 Adjudication is a court finding by a judge naming a 
specific person to be the father of a child. This 
finding is based on legal testimony or blood/dna 
testing. This is not the same as “termination of 
parental rights”. 

 There are long term repercussions for terminating 
the rights of alleged and unknown fathers without 
legally establishing paternity.



Who Searches for Identity?

 400-500 Wisconsin adoptees request an 
outreach to their birth parents each 
year.

 The majority of adoptees searching for 
the identity of their birth parents are 
between the ages of 35 and 55.

 About 2/3 of adoptees requesting an 
identity search are female.

 DNA testing has drastically altered the 
climate and conversation.



Adoptee Reasons for 
Searching

 “Who do I look like? Do we share personality traits and 
interests?”

 “I just want to tell you I turned out okay and to say 
“thank you”. 

 “I need to know my family medical history”
 “I have a deep need to know their story and why I was 

placed for adoption”
 “Do I have siblings?”
 “I want her to know that I am not angry”
 “I just need closure, there has always been a hole”



Issues for Birth Parents

 Feelings of guilt and shame, anger, sadness.
 Mental health or addiction issues
 Physical health: “I am being treated for cancer and do not 

have the emotional energy for reunion right now”

 Secret keeping: “I never told my husband”

 Fear of telling “What will my grand children think of me?” 

 Assimilation of the new narrative: “I did not have any other 
children, I do not think of myself as a mother”. 

 Dealing with unresolved trauma, i.e. rape, abuse, incest. “ 
I cannot relive this, I have spent my whole life trying to 
forget what happened to me”



Issues for Adoptees

 Shift in Narrative: 

 Finding out the story is very different from what they 
were told.

 Birth parents say no, or are deceased.

 Adoptive parents or other family react in unexpected 
way that alters comfort with reunion

 DNA-Genetic genealogy complications



Other Services
Provided
 Medical outreach requested by a physician on behalf of 

birth parents. 

 Help adoptive parents obtain medical information about 
their child.

 Offspring requests

 Information for social workers when a child comes back 
into care.

 Immigration or Social Security/Passport issues

 Tribal enrollment



I have questions only you 
can answer…..



“It is so strange… someone you never 
knew is so much like you.”



“I’ve waited a lifetime to see your face…”



“I never thought there was 
anyone who smiled like me”



“Needless to say I am exited and                                                          
apprehensive all at the same time.”



“Words cannot describe….”



The day we met…..



“My parents were so excited and happy to 
finally be able to thank my birth mother for 
giving them a daughter.”
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