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Summary 

This chapter is a first step towards a comparative history of child adoption law and 

practices in Western Europe since child adoption became legal in Germany (1900), Sweden 

(1917), France (1923), England and Wales (1927) and Italy (1942). Relying mainly on long 

time series from these five countries, I analyze the incidence and the developments of 

domestic adoptions of both unrelated and related children as well as more recent 

developments in inter-country adoption. In most Western European countries child adoption 

incidence increased from the early 20th century to approximately the 1970s, likely because of 

rising demand for child adoption. Child adoption incidence has decreased since the 1970s 

because of a fall in adoptable children from both domestic and foreign backgrounds. In 

addition, the people of Sweden and England and Wales have long adopted children much 

more frequently than those of Germany, let alone France and Italy. The history of child 

adoption in Western Europe thus reflects major demographic trends since 1900 as well as a 

North-South gradient in child adoption incidence. 

 

Keywords 

Adoption; Fostering; Infecundity; Abandonment; Illegitimacy; Step-family; Family 

Law; Western Europe; 20th century; 21st century. 

 

 

                                                           
1 For their precious help I wish to thank Christina Benninghaus, Francesca Caroccia, E. Wayne Carp, Nina 

Dethloff, Vincent Gourdon, Joachim Haas, Juliette Halifax, Juho Härkönen, Tobias Hübinette, Jenny Keating, 

Silvia Leek, Philippa Levine, Jörg Lewe, Cecilia Lindgren, Li Ma, Agnès Martial, Christoph Neukirchen, David 

Reher, Paola Ronfani, Peter Selman, Julie Selwyn, June Thoburn and the anonymous reviewers. 

mailto:jean-francois.mignot@cnrs.fr


2 
 

 

 
1. Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 3 

2. Western European Adoption Laws .................................................................................................. 3 

2.1. Laws before Child Adoption, from the Middle Ages to 1900 ................................................. 3 

2.2. Laws Allowing Child Adoption since 1900 ............................................................................ 4 

2.3. Common Trends in Child Adoption Laws since 1900 ............................................................ 6 

3. Statistical Sources on Child Adoptions in Germany, Sweden, France, England and Wales, and 

Italy, 1900-2015 ...................................................................................................................................... 7 

4. An Overview of Child Adoptions .................................................................................................. 10 

4.1. Total Incidence ...................................................................................................................... 10 

4.2. Differences across Countries ................................................................................................. 10 

4.3. Evolution across Time ........................................................................................................... 11 

5. Domestic Adoptions of Unrelated Children .................................................................................. 11 

5.1. Differences across Countries ................................................................................................. 12 

5.2. Evolution across Time ........................................................................................................... 14 

6. Domestic Adoptions of Related Children ...................................................................................... 16 

6.1. Differences across Countries ................................................................................................. 16 

6.2. Evolution across Time ........................................................................................................... 18 

7. Inter-country Adoptions of Children ............................................................................................. 18 

7.1. Differences across Countries ................................................................................................. 19 

7.2. Evolution across Time ........................................................................................................... 20 

8. Conclusion ..................................................................................................................................... 21 

Appendix ............................................................................................................................................... 22 

References ............................................................................................................................................. 27 

 
 



3 
 

1. Introduction 
Child adoption reveals to what extent a population is willing to consider that a child 

may belong to and inherit from a family other than its birth family. As such, it is a significant 

aspect of a population’s socio-demographic behavior (United Nations 2009; Leinaweaver 

2015). This is why several social scientists have studied the history of adoption in the United 

States (Carp 1998; Herman 2008; Conn 2013), including its quantitative dimension 

(Moriguchi 2012). However, little is known about the history of child adoption in countries 

other than the United States, including European countries (Corbier 1999; Rossi et al. 2014). 

There are few or no mentions of adoption in the main reference works and literature reviews 

on European childhood history (Becchi and Julia 1996; Heywood 2001; Lett et al. 2015; 

Stearns 2015), family history (Ariès and Duby 1990-1998; Burguière et al. 1996; Kertzer & 

Barbagli 2003; Therborn 2004), social history (Stearns 2001), population history (Bardet and 

Dupaquier 1997-1999), demography (Caselli et al. 2005), family economics (Bergstrom 1997; 

Schultz 2015) and cliometrics (Diebolt and Haupert 2016), ancient and medieval childhood 

history being an exception (Dasen et al. 2001). Furthermore, what is known about adoption 

history in Europe lacks a comparative dimension. 

How do adoption laws and practices compare among Western European countries? 

When did Western Europeans adopt the most children? Did some countries adopt more 

children than others? The main objective of this chapter is to establish stylized facts on child 

adoption in Western Europe and to compare child adoption incidence since the early 20th 

century, when Germany, Sweden, France, England and Wales, and Italy were among the first 

Western European countries to introduce child adoption in their laws. This chapter surveys 

Western European adoption laws and uses publicly available and comparable data to analyze 

the evolution of the incidence of child adoption in Western Europe since 1900. This includes 

domestic adoptions of unrelated and related children as well as inter-country adoptions. I also 

speculate on possible explanations of these patterns and trends. 

 

2. Western European Adoption Laws 
Adoption is a legal institution that creates a parent-child relationship between a couple 

or an individual (the adopter) and another, younger person (the adoptee) so that the adoptee 

inherits from the adopter’s surname and property and is subjected to its parental authority. 

The adopted child may be an orphan, a child who was (legally or illegally) abandoned, a child 

who was removed from its abusive parents, a foreign child or kin such as a step-child who is 

adopted following one of its parents’ widowhood or divorce and remarriage. As adoption 

creates a parent-child relationship, it differs not only from the Islamic legal institution of 

kafala, which creates a legal bond but not a parent-child bond, but also from other “fictive” 

kinship relationships such as spiritual kinship (Fine 1999; Alfani and Gourdon 2012). As a 

legal institution, adoption also differs from fosterage, an informal arrangement which is found 

in most stateless societies of the past and also in many present-day societies in the world, 

including Western Europe (Goody 1969; Lallemand 1993; Volk 2011). 

 

2.1. Laws before Child Adoption, from the Middle Ages to 1900 

Although adoption was well developed in ancient Roman law, it largely disappeared 

from most Western European legal systems from the early Middle Ages to the late 18th 

century (Lett 1998; Fauve-Chamoux 1998; Burguière 1999). During this period there were 

almost no formal adoptions. Given that no process entitled a single or a married couple to 

create a legal parent-child relationship, foster parents ran the risk that the child’s birth parents 

or other relatives would take the child back. The Western European context was one of deep 

suspicions against including strangers into the family, especially the illegitimate children of 

fallen women whose “bad blood” could spoil the lineage’s heritage (Laslett et al. 1980; 
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Fauve-Chamoux and Brunet 2014). From early times however, the Catholic Church rejected 

not only the adoption of illegitimate children but also the adoption of legitimate children as 

well as adults, likely because this prevented childless people from having an heir and enabled 

the Church to collect their inheritances (Goody 1983). When the first Western European civil 

codes reintroduced adoption like in France (1804), Saxony (1865) and Italy (1865), they 

allowed adult adoption only (Table 1; Mignot 2015a; Mignot 2015b). 

Before child adoption was allowed, Western European orphans and abandoned children 

were usually cared for by institutions such as orphanages and foundling hospitals, which 

boarded out some of the children to remunerated foster parents. Once these children reached 

the age of twelve or so, most were placed as servants or apprentices in households in need of 

additional labor. From the mid-19th century, European foundling hospitals and baby hatches 

closed, single mothers’ rights to sue the father (for child legitimation or alimony) were 

strengthened, and child abandonment became less frequent (Hunecke 1991; Bardet and Faron 

1996). From the late 19th century, Western European lawmakers also started protecting 

children against child work and abusive families. By contrast, until then lawmakers had 

mostly protected legitimate families against the claims of illegitimate children. Laws allowing 

child adoption since 1900 should thus be seen in the context of an emerging public concern 

for the welfare of children, including illegitimate children who were deprived of certain 

inheritance rights. 

 

2.2. Laws Allowing Child Adoption since 1900 

The first Western country which introduced child adoption was the United States, with 

the Massachusetts Act to Provide for the Adoption of Children (1851) and successive acts in 

other states until the 1870s. Similar laws were then enacted in New Zealand (1881), Western 

Australia (1896) and British Columbia (1920). By contrast, Western European legal systems 

did not acknowledge child adoption until the early 20th century, when they acknowledged 

child adoption under the form of “simple” and/or “full” adoption (Tables 1 and 2). Full (or 

“plenary,” “special” or “strong”) adoption eliminates the child’s previous legal relationship 

with birth parents: it substitutes a parent-child relationship with a new, exclusive one. As a 

consequence, the adoptee may not simultaneously have more than two parents. By contrast, 

simple (or “ordinary” or “weak”) adoption creates a parent-child relationship without 

eliminating the child’s previous legal relationship with birth parents. Simple adoption only 

adds a parent-child relationship and the adoptee might have and inherit from up to four 

parents. Only the simple adopters, not the birth parents usually have parental authority, 

though. In contrast with England and Wales, a common-law country which never 

acknowledged simple adoption (Lavallée 2008) and acknowledged full child adoption directly 

in 1927, codified civil-law countries acknowledged simple child adoption first (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Year when Adoption was Allowed in Western European Countries  
 Adult adoption Simple child adoption Full child adoption 

(West) Germany 1900 1900 1977 

Sweden 1917 1917 1959 

France 1804 1923 1939 

England-Wales Never acknowledged 1927 

Italy 1865 1942 1967 

Sources: Rieg 1985; United Nations 2009. 

Note: simple child adoption has been allowed in Germany from 1900, in Sweden from 1917, 

etc. Adult adoption and simple child adoption have never been acknowledged in England-Wales. 

Field: in this chapter, Germany is understood as the whole of Germany until 1949, West 

Germany in 1950-1990 and the whole country again since 1991. Because of the lack of British data 

this chapter bears on England and Wales only, not Scotland or Northern Ireland. 

 

Table 2. Sources on Western European Child Adoption Laws 
 Early 20th century Late 20th century Early 21st century 

(West) Germany 
Florsch 1985; Neukirchen 

2005; Mouton 2005 

Florsch 1985; Neukirchen 

2005; Benicke 2003 

Neukirchen 2005; 

O’Halloran 2015, Chap. 

14; Center for Adoption 

Policy 2016a 

Sweden Lindgren 2002; Lindgren 2006 

O’Halloran 2015, Chap. 

12; Center for Adoption 

Policy 2016b 

France Gutton 1993 Neirinck 2000 
O’Halloran 2015, Chap. 

13 

England-Wales Keating 2009 
Flauss-Diem 1985; 

O’Donovan 2003 

O’Halloran 2015, Chap. 

6; Center for Adoption 

Policy 2016c 

Italy Brand 1985 
Center for Adoption 

Policy 2016d 

 

The first Western European country to introduce child adoption was Germany. Child 

adoption was already allowed in some pre-1900 German states, e.g. in Prussia where, since 

the 1794 civil code, a few step-children were adopted (Neukirchen 2005). The 1900 German 

civil code replaced the German states’ laws with a harmonized civil legislation and it allowed 

the adoption of both adults and children. Most adoptions were adult adoptions until the 1910s 

but since the 1920s most adoptions involved children (Florsch 1985; Benninghaus 2013). 

From 1900, married couples and singles over 50 years old and without legitimate children 

could adopt as long as they were at least 18 years older than the adoptee. Adoptees kept their 

legal links with their birth family (they still inherited from each other) and they benefited 

from the adopter’s surname and inheritance. Adoptees formed a legal link with the adopter 

only, which means that they could not inherit from the adopter’s relatives. Later, West 

Germany allowed adoptions by adopters who had legitimate children (1961) and by adopters 

who were as young as 35 (1961) or even 25 years (1973). Germany was also the last of the 

five Western European countries studied here to allow full child adoption, through a 1976 law 

which came into force in 1977. 

When Sweden introduced adult and child adoption (1917), it allowed adoption by 

singles and married couples over 25 years old without legitimate children (see Le Bouteillec 

2013 on the law’s family policy context). The legal effects of adoption were similar to those 

in Germany. Later, Sweden also allowed adoptions by parents of legitimate children (1944) 

and by same-sex couples (2003). France introduced child adoption through a 1923 law which 
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was broadly similar to those in Germany and Sweden. Later, the French lawmaker also 

allowed adoptions by parents of legitimate children (1976) and by adopters as young as 30 

years old (1966) and 28 years old (1996), as well as by same-sex couples (2013). 

England and Wales introduced full child adoption through the Adoption of Children Act 

1926, which came into force in 1927 (Northern Ireland followed in 1929 and Scotland in 

1930). Married couples and singles over 25 years old could adopt a child even if they already 

had a legitimate or illegitimate child, except single males who usually could not adopt a girl. 

Adoptees kept some of their inheritance links with their birth family but few adoptees 

inherited from their birth parents. Moreover, until the Adoption of Children Act 1949, 

adoptees had to be named in the adopter’s will to inherit. England and Wales later allowed 

adoption by same-sex couples (2002). Finally Italy introduced child adoption in its 1942 civil 

code. Singles and married couples over 50 years old and without legitimate children could 

adopt a child, but only an Aryan child (this provision was eliminated by the royal decree of 20 

January 1944). Italy then allowed adoptions by parents of legitimate children and by adopters 

as young as 18 years old (1967). 

Why did Western European lawmakers allow child adoption despite the deep-seated 

suspicion against it? Let’s analyze child adoption laws in reverse chronological order. The 

Italian government allowed child adoption (1942) to care for Second-World-War orphans. 

Similarly, the French allowed child adoption (1923) to secure the legal status of fostered First-

World-War orphans, many of whom were the legitimate children of national heroes (Jablonka 

2006). Similarly, England and Wales allowed child adoption (1926) to secure the legal status 

of the growing numbers of “war babies” born from wartime liaisons who in the early 1920s 

were fostered by families (Keating 2001; Behlmer 2002; Keating 2009). The English and 

Welsh adoption law was passed on the initiative of child protection and adoption societies, in 

order to eliminate “baby farming” and related child abuse (Chassaigne 1992). Another 

objective was to create a secure legal bond between the child and its parents (Keating 2001), 

in a time when adopters’ fear was that natural parents might reclaim their child, thus making a 

scandal (Keating 2009, Chap. 3). The war also increased the number of childless persons, 

including war widows and couples who had lost an only child. Some childless people adopted 

out of patriotism and other altruistic motives, others to have a child who could later work and 

care for them, and still others to have a child to raise and love. 

However in Sweden, a country whose population was not directly hit by the First World 

War (Ined 2016), the decision to allow child adoption (1917) was taken “to benefit the child” 

(Socialstyrelsen 2009, p. 11), – not so much war orphans but rather illegitimate and poor 

abandoned children (Lindgren 2002; Lindgren 2006). In Germany too child adoption 

(Minderjährigenadoption) was allowed (1900), among other things, as a child protection 

measure to care for abandoned, often illegitimate children (Mouton 2005; Benninghaus 2013). 

The adoption of institutionalized children relieved the state from a financial burden and was 

supposed to reduce the children’s risk of becoming criminals (Walker 2006). More generally, 

Western Europeans’ suspicion against establishing a parent-child relationship with 

abandoned, illegitimate children may have eroded at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries. As 

infant mortality and fertility dropped (Coale and Cotts Watkins 1986; Vallin 2005) and 

parents intensified their emotional investments in children (Thomson 2015), childless couples 

may have been more and more willing to adopt young children in order to raise and love them 

like their own. 

 

2.3. Common Trends in Child Adoption Laws since 1900 

Western European child adoption laws have followed at least four common trends since 

1900. First, child adoptions have been facilitated more. In the early 20th century, only mature 

individuals and couples could adopt a child, because lawmakers wanted to avoid that young 
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couples adopt rather than have children. In addition, only childless individuals and childless 

couples could adopt because lawmakers wanted to avoid adoption penalizing legitimate 

children’s inheritance. By contrast, in the early 21st century the conditions for adopting are 

less strict, which is aimed at giving parentless children a higher chance of being adopted and 

raised in their own family. 

Second, more child adoptions have been full rather than simple adoptions. In the early 

20th century simple adoption was seen as well suited to increase the number of parents on 

whom a child may rely without severing the legal bonds with the birth family, which was 

often considered as too cruel for the birth parents. In the course of the century, however, full 

adoption came to be seen as in the “best interests” of the child and most able to cater for its 

need of exclusive attachment. Now most adoptive families are the child’s only family. Most 

adoptees have a legal link not only with their adoptive parents but also with their adoptive 

parents’ parents, siblings and other kin and they can inherit from each other. 

Third, adoption has been designed more in children’s interest. While in civil-law 

countries child adoption initially was a private contract, it has become a court decision 

whereby judges must aim at the child’s best interests. Nowadays, a child may be adopted only 

if its parents consent to the adoption – or if the child is an orphan or is neglected or abused by 

its parents and the latter are deprived of their legal bonds with it. Adoption candidates are 

screened to ensure that they have the material and parenting capacities required to adopt and 

they have a trial period before the adoption may be ordered. One major interruption to this 

long-term trend was Nazi Germany, however: “While Weimar authorities sought financially 

and emotionally stable homes that would ensure child welfare, the Nazis dramatically altered 

the standards for what constituted a ‘good parent’ by focusing primarily on racial criteria.” 

(Mouton 2005, p. 567; personal communication by Jörg Lewe). 

Fourth, child adoption was made more difficult to revoke. In Sweden for instance, the 

1917 law acknowledging simple child adoption allowed the adopter to revoke the adoption 

and return the child to its birth family (Lindgren 2002; Lindgren 2006). A 1944 law, which 

was voted in the context of the “mental hygiene” and eugenics movement seeking to separate 

ill from other children, extended adopters’ revocation rights to five years, as long as the child 

suffered from a severe defect which predated the adoption and was unknown to parents at that 

time. The 1970 law abolished Swedish adoption revocation though, in order to avoid that 

adoptive parents try to escape their responsibilities or threaten their child with adoption 

revocation. This was especially important in the context of rising inter-country adoptions; 

otherwise, some children could have become stateless. While in the early 20th century many, 

perhaps most child adoptions in Western Europe could be revoked, in the early 21st century 

most cannot. 

In the end, since 1900 Western European child adoption legislations have converged 

toward a common conception of adoption as a way to give children in need of protection the 

best possible legal status, i.e. the status initially reserved for legitimate children. In addition, 

the child’s interest has been conceived in a more encompassing way (Lindgren 2002; 

Lindgren 2006). 

 

3. Statistical Sources on Child Adoptions in Germany, Sweden, France, 

England and Wales, and Italy, 1900-2015 
The most easily available and interpretable measure of child adoption incidence is the 

annual number of child adoptions per 100,000 people. The annual number of child adoptions 

per 1,000 live births is also found in the literature but this indicator has two drawbacks: (i) it 

has little relevance in times when few adoptees are newborns; and (ii) high year-to-year 

variations in birth rate harm this indicator’s robustness (Appendix, Figure A). 
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Data on child adoption is scarce. In England and Wales and other countries, data 

protection laws make access to registers problematic and many registers have been lost or 

destroyed (Keating 2009, p. 9). In this context most statistical data on child adoption are 

country-level data (Table 3). These aggregate data are usually of administrative origin 

(judicial or civil state statistics). These are comprehensive data on formalized, registered 

adoptions. However, the information on the profile of adopters, adoptees and birth parents is 

usually minimal or nonexistent. 

The most common counting unit is the number of adoptees, by year of court order. 

Concerning inter-country adoption, most available statistics report the annual number of 

foreign-born children who were authorized to enter the country for adoption, which may 

slightly differ from the number of inter-country adoptees in the same year. However, such 

details cannot seriously affect child adoption’s order of magnitude or long-term evolution. 

Although most series start on the year when child adoption was legalized, I have not been able 

to find Italian data from 1942 to 1954. And when data are available they may not be easily 

comparable. While some countries like Germany, Sweden and England and Wales publish 

data on child adoption but not on adult adoption, other countries like France and Italy publish 

data on full and simple adoptions and often do not specify whether simple adoptees are 

children or adults. 
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Table 3. Statistical Sources on Western European Countries’ Child Adoptions, 1900-2015 
 Sources on domestic adoptions Sources on inter-country adoptions Sources on total mid-year population 

(West) 

Germany 

Glässing 1957 (1900-1933); Statistisches 

Bundesamt 2015 (1950-2014) 
Statistisches Bundesamt 2015 (1982-2014) 

Maddison 2003 (1900-1949 and 1991-1999); 

Statistisches Bundesamt 2015 (1950-1990); 

United Nations Population Division 2015a 

(2000-2015) 

Sweden 
Hübinette 2001a (1918-2001); Lindgren 2006 

p. 33-35 on Stockholm only (1922-1975) 

Hübinette 2001a and Hübinette 2001b (1969-

2004); Australian inter-country adoption 

network 2016 (2005-2013); Statistiska 

centralbyrån 2016 (2000-2014) 

Maddison 2003 (1900-1999); United Nations 

Population Division 2015a (2000-2015) 

France 

French Ministry of Justice’s statistical 

yearbook presented in Mignot 2015a (1923-

1981); Observatoire national de l’enfance en 

danger 2007-2016 (1989-2015); Belmokhtar 

1996 (1992); Belmokhtar 2009 (2007) 

Ministère des Affaires étrangères 2016 (1979-

2015) 

Maddison 2003 (1900-1999); United Nations 

Population Division 2015a (2000-2015) 

England-

Wales 

Office for National Statistics 2013 (1927-

2012); Masson et al. 1983 (1950-1956); 

Selman 2006a (1959-1984) 

Selman 2006a and Office for National 

Statistics 2013 (1993-2013) 

A Vision of Britain Through Time 2009 (1900-

2011); Office for National Statistics 2015 

(2014) 

Italy 

Brand 1985 (1955-1979); Istat 2011 (1968-

2008); Giustizia Minorile 2003 and Giustizia 

Minorile 2014 (adozioni di casi particolari, 

1993-2008) 

Istat 2011 (1986-2008); Commissionne per le 

adozioni internazionali 2014 (2001-2013) 

Maddison 2003 (1900-1999); United Nations 

Population Division 2015a (2000-2015) 

 

Dates in parentheses refer to the earliest and latest data points available. 
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4. An Overview of Child Adoptions 
 

4.1. Total Incidence 

The annual incidence of child adoption in Western Europe has always been lower than 

80 adoptions per 100,000 people, i.e. it never reached the level of 1 adoption per 1,000 people 

(Figure 1). In other words: although our (incomplete) data comprise more than 1,600,000 

child adoptions in the 20th century and 200,000 more from 2000 to 2014, child adoption has 

remained a relatively infrequent demographic event. 

 

Figure 1. Child adoptions per 100,000 people in Western Europe, 1900-2015 

 
Sources: see Table 3. 

Swedish data are slightly underestimated from 1918 to 1968 (they include domestic adoptions 

only) and from 2002 to 2014 (they include inter-country adoptions only). French data from 1924 to 

1938 are estimated, not observed numbers; French data from 1952 to 1980 are underestimated (they 

include full child adoptions only, not simple child adoptions). English and Welsh data are slightly 

underestimated from 1927 to 1992 (they include domestic adoptions only). 

 

4.2. Differences across Countries 

Until the 1990s child adoption incidence has been higher in Sweden and in England and 

Wales than in Germany, let alone France or Italy (Figure 1). While there were more than 15 

child adoptions per 100,000 people in Sweden and almost as many in England and Wales 

from the 1920s to the 1990s, this has rarely been the case in Germany, and never in France or 

in Italy. Child adoption incidence never even reached the level of 10 adoptions per 100,000 

people in France and it reached this level only once (in 2001) in Italy. The gap in child 

adoption incidence was particularly impressive from the mid-1940s to the mid-1970s, when 

relatively speaking there were at least twice as many child adoptions in Sweden and England 

and Wales as in Germany, and at least four times as many as in France or Italy. Since the 

1990s, differences in child adoptions across Western European countries have been much 

smaller. 

Sweden and England and Wales have few common legal, linguistic or religious points, 

including traditional family structures (Carmichael et al. 2016), that Germany, France or Italy 

do not also share (Appendix, Table A). How, then, could one explain this North-South 

gradient in child adoption incidence, which we will see reflected gaps in domestic adoptions 

of both unrelated and related children? Let us speculate. In Western Europe from the 16th to 
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the 19th centuries, most Northern agricultural households took in adolescents from other 

families to work as “life-cycle servants.” These young people left their home to work and 

save some capital before marriage. As a consequence, most households were used to having 

non-kin members among them. By contrast, fewer Southern agricultural households took in 

servants and those who did, usually did so for a shorter period of time (Reher 1998). 

Therefore, when child adoption was legally allowed in the 20th century, it might have been 

seen as relatively normal in Northern Europe while Southerners may have conceived it as a 

threat to family cohesion. The fact that Northern families have long tended to be more open 

than Southern families cannot on its own be considered a proper explanation of the observed 

North-South European gradient in adoption incidence, though, because we still do not 

understand precisely why Northern European families differed from Southern ones. 

 

4.3. Evolution across Time 

In most Western European countries, child adoption incidence increased from the 

interwar period to the 1970s. In Sweden and England and Wales, the two countries which 

have the best data on child adoptions following the Second World War, the conflict led to a 

peak in child adoptions. There were more than 50 child adoptions per 100,000 people in 

England and Wales in 1946 and also in Sweden in 1947, despite the fact that Sweden 

remained neutral during the war. These adoptees might be war orphans, illegitimate war 

babies abandoned by their birth mother, legitimate babies abandoned by a war widow or 

widower, step-children adopted following the post-war divorce peak and a few children 

adopted from abroad. The unusually high peak in child adoptions in Sweden in 1964 (70 

adoptions per 100,000 people) would require a separate explanation. 

Since the 1970s child adoption incidence has decreased in most countries, mainly 

because of a drop in the “supply” of adoptable children. Adoption incidence started declining 

in England and Wales following the 1968 peak because of a fall in domestic adoptions of both 

unrelated and related children. Adoption declined in Germany following the 1978 peak, 

mostly because of a fall in domestic adoptions. Adoption declined in Sweden only after the 

1975-1981 peak because from the 1960s to the 1970s the fall in domestic adoptions was 

compensated by a surge in inter-country adoptions, most of them from Asia. Adoption in 

France peaked in 1977; it stagnated from the late 1970s to the mid-2000s, while the fall in 

domestic adoptions was compensated by a surge in inter-country adoptions; and it decreased 

since then. Italy is the only country where child adoptions have become more frequent 

recently from the 1983 law to at least the late 2000s. 

To better understand the reasons for these patterns across countries and across time I 

now address the main types of adoptions separately: domestic adoptions of unrelated children 

(Section 4), domestic adoptions of related children (Section 5) and inter-country adoptions 

(Section 6). The vertical axis of Figures 2 to 5 is half that of Figure 1. 

 

5. Domestic Adoptions of Unrelated Children 
Most adopters of unrelated children are childless – sterile – married couples in their 

thirties or forties, although a few are also (mostly female) singles. In England and Wales, 

when adoption was allowed for the first time in 1927, 85 % of adopters were married couples 

adopting jointly (Rossini 2014, p. 98-99). In France as early as the 1950s sterile couples 

usually preferred to conceive a child through artificial insemination rather than adopt, 

however, because insemination raised fewer heredity problems and it made it easier for sterile 

couples to hide that their child was not both parents’ biological child (Cahen 2013). Today, 

most adopters of domestic unrelated children adopt only after in vitro fertilization has failed 

(Fisher 2003). 
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Most unrelated adoptees were legally or illegally abandoned children, although a few 

were also orphans or neglected and abused children who were removed from their birth 

family (Howell 2009). Most of the abandoned children were born illegitimate. In England and 

Wales in 1927, two thirds of all (unrelated and related) domestic adoptees were illegitimate 

(Rossini 2014, p. 98-99). And from the 1960s to 1975 close to 90 % of domestic unrelated 

adoptees were born illegitimate (this proportion later decreased to 70 % in 1985) (Selman 

2006a). Similarly, in France from the 1950s to the 1970s, 90 % of full domestic adoptees were 

born illegitimate and 50 % to 70 % were abandoned children from public foster care – only 5 

% were orphans (Marmier-Champenois 1978). Today, many adoptable children have “special 

needs”, i.e. are ill, disabled, or relatively old. 

Until approximately the 1960s, in a context without reliable contraception or induced 

abortion and in a context in which illegitimacy was seen as proof of parents’ loose morality, 

most birth mothers were poor single women who abandoned their illegitimate child to avoid 

personal and family shame (Bardet 1987). Given how economically difficult it was for a 

single mother to raise a child on her own, birth mothers also abandoned the child to preserve 

their own – and perhaps also the child’s – life chances. In the early 20th century, many if not 

most single mothers and birth mothers of abandoned children were young, recent migrants to 

the city working as servants (Laslett et al. 1980; Fauve-Chamoux 2009). As they were 

deprived of support networks and they were fired if they gave birth to a “shameful” child, 

they had to choose between their child and their work (Tilly et al. 1992). In France from the 

1870s to the 1920s, poor single mothers abandoned their illegitimate child to hide their non-

marital pregnancy from their family and to avoid family shame – or they abandoned it on their 

parent’ request to “repair” their fault and keep their chances of marrying an honorable man 

(Rivière 2015). 

 

5.1. Differences across Countries 

Until the 1970s, domestic adoptions of unrelated children were much more frequent in 

England and Wales and in Sweden than in Germany or France, let alone Italy (Figure 2). 

Strikingly, in the 1960s domestic adoptions of unrelated children in England and Wales were 

three times more frequent than in Germany and ten times more than in France. 
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Figure 2. Domestic adoptions of unrelated children per 100,000 people in Western 

Europe, 1923-2014 

 
Sources: see Table 3. 

German data are slightly overestimated from 1963 to 1981 (they include not only domestic but 

also inter-country adoptions of unrelated children). Swedish data are not observed but estimated 

hypothesizing that the share of domestic adoptions which were unrelated adoptions was the same in all 

of Sweden as it was in Stockholm (on the 10 to 15 % of all Swedish adoption cases that were handled 

in Stockholm courts, see Lindgren 2006, p. 33-35). French data are slightly overestimated from 1924 

to 1938 (they include adoptions of related adults) and slightly underestimated from 1957 onwards 

(they include only full child adoptions from state foster care, not other full adoptions of unrelated 

children or simple adoptions of unrelated children). English data from 1950 to 1956 are maximum 

estimates. No Italian data is available. 

 

What could explain such differences between on the one hand England and Wales and 

Sweden, and Germany, France and Italy on the other? Let us address some of the possibilities. 

It is unlikely that the relative frequency of adoptions in England and Wales was due to 

“supply-side” factors such as a higher birth rate, a higher share of illegitimate births or a 

higher number of orphans. England and Wales simply did not have a higher birth rate or a 

higher illegitimacy rate than most other Western European countries in the 1960s (Appendix, 

Figures A and B). Perhaps English single mothers abandoned their illegitimate children more 

often. Although we lack comparative data on this matter, it should be noted that from the 16th 

to the 19th centuries child abandonments were less frequent in Northern countries such as 

England and Wales than in Southern countries such as France and Italy (Bardet 1987; 

Hunecke 1991; Bardet and Faron 1996). Sweden did have a higher share of illegitimate births 

compared to other Western European countries across the whole 20th century (Appendix, 

Figure B), but since it experienced a shortage of adoptable children as early as the 1950s 

(Lindgren 2006), it is unlikely that many of the children born out of wedlock were given up 

for adoption. Still another possibility would be that English private adoption agencies, which 

were especially active until the 1960s, favored adoptions more than public foster care, perhaps 

because such agencies are usually paid by the adoption. All these possibilities deserve future 

research. However, given that until the 1960s each country almost certainly had more children 

available for adoption than adoption applicants (see Figure 3 on Germany), the higher child 

adoption incidence in England and Wales and Sweden must have been mainly “demand-

driven.” 
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It seems unlikely that the higher frequency of domestic adoptions of unrelated minors in 

England and Wales was due to such demand-side factors as a higher share of married couples 

who were childless. Indeed, among women born in the 1930s and 1940s (those who had 

children or adopted them from the 1950s to the 1970s), the proportion that remained childless 

was highest in Italy (15 %) and Sweden (13 %), it was average in England and Wales and 

Germany (11 %) and lowest in France (8 %) (Appendix, Figure C; Rowland 2007; Tanturri et 

al. 2015, p. 10). Sterile married couples may also have been more willing to adopt in England 

and Wales and Sweden. Perhaps in richer countries more of the childless couples could afford 

a child – the richest Western European country was the United Kingdom until the 1940s and 

Sweden in the 1960s and 1970s (Appendix, Figure D). Living in a city might also have made 

it easier to hide that one’s child was adopted – and the most urbanized Western European 

country was the United Kingdom from the early 20th century to the 1960s and Sweden from 

the 1960s to the 2000s (Appendix, Figure E). However, until the interwar years Sweden was 

the least urbanized country and its adoption rate was already three times higher than in 

France. Understanding why England and Wales and Sweden adopted more than other Western 

European countries might require gathering individual data detailing which couples in each 

country applied for adoption and finally adopted a child. 

 

5.2. Evolution across Time 

In most Western European countries domestic adoption of unrelated children has 

become more frequent from the interwar period to the 1950s and the 1960s (Figure 2). This 

increase is likely due to some kind of rising demand for children by childless married couples, 

rather than rising supply. Indeed, in most Western European countries until the 1960s there 

were far fewer adoption candidates (demand) than foundlings or adoptable children (supply). 

For instance, in Germany in 1928 only 0.4 % of the children in German Youth Bureaus were 

adopted annually (Benninghaus 2013). Actually, there were fewer adoption applicants than 

adoption earmarked minors in Germany well into the 1960s (Figure 3). There were also fewer 

adoption candidates than adoptable children in Sweden until the 1950s (Lindgren 2006). 

Similarly, in France in the 1950s and 1960s only 1 % to 4 % of adoptable children (pupilles 

de l’État) were adopted annually (Verdier 1986).  

Why did the demand for adopting unrelated children increase from the interwar years to 

the 1950s and 1960s? The reason was probably not a rise in the number of childless people. 

On the contrary, the share of women who remained childless reached its minimum among 

women born in the 1930s and 1940s, who adopted from the 1950s to the 1970s (Appendix, 

Figure C). Did childless married couples tolerate childlessness less, perhaps because in a 

period of higher fertility and increasing demand for the emotional component of parenthood, 

remaining childless became more painful? Did adopters tolerate the inclusion of illegitimate 

children into their own family more, perhaps because anonymous cities made it easier to hide 

a child adoption from neighbors and schools (Appendix, Figure E)? Because illegitimacy was 

considered as shameful in Western Europe as well as in the United States (Carp 1998) until at 

least the 1960s, many if not most adopters did not tell anyone – not even the adoptee – that 

they had adopted. In addition, parent-child matching usually aimed at making it plausible that 

the adoptee was born from the adopters (Lindgren 2006). 

The erosion of heredity fears may be another possible reason for the increase in the 

demand for adoptions of unrelated children until the 1960s or 1970s. Indeed, it seems that 

adopters came to view “bad blood” as less important for adopted children’s outcomes and 

well-being, compared to the power of love to construct strong family bonds. Until the 1940s 

congenital syphilis, which was transmitted from pregnant women, especially prostitutes, to 

the fetus, could not always be reliably detected in infants and it was widely (although 

wrongly) believed to be hereditary, for which there could be no cure. In this context, 
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suspicions against adopting might not be surprising. In Germany in the 1930s worries about 

the hereditary traits and health of illegitimate children led adoption agencies to make sure that 

only healthy children could be adopted (Benninghaus 2013). Since the 1940s, we know that 

congenital syphilis is not hereditary: antibiotics such as penicillin treat it effectively. This may 

have contributed to reduce the risk or uncertainty of the adoption of unrelated children. More 

generally, in most countries feeble-minded children were considered unadoptable and some 

eugenicists even considered that adopters facilitated the reproduction of illegitimate children’s 

poor intelligence, bad temperament and morality, anti-social behavior, etc. (Herman 2012). 

 

Figure 3. Adoption applicants (demand) and adoption earmarked minors (supply) per 

100,000 people in Germany, 1950-2013 

 
Source: Statistisches Bundesamt 2015 

 

Domestic adoptions of unrelated children have become less frequent since the late 

1960s in England and Wales and since the late 1970s in Sweden, Germany and France. This is 

usually explained by a fall in the supply of adoptable children. Indeed, the easier access to 

contraception (Appendix, Figure F) and induced abortion reduced the number of unwanted 

conceptions and births and the number of abandoned infants. In addition, Western European 

countries’ family laws stopped discriminating against illegitimate children and welfare states 

even started supporting single-parent families, further reducing single mothers’ tendency to 

abandon their non-marital children. Today in Western Europe the annual number of 

abandoned children is very low and keeps decreasing. 

The eroding suspicion against illegitimate children’s hereditary problems, the receding 

fear of social stigma, and public policies favorable to adoption probably contributed to the 

considerable increase in the demand for the adoption of domestic unrelated children. Indeed, 

despite the rise in assisted reproductive technologies (in vitro fertilizations were made 

available for the first time in England and Wales in 1978), the demand for adoption kept 

increasing. However, in the absence of abandoned children no supply could meet this 

demand. In Germany the shortage in adoptable children grew strongly in the 1970s and 1980s 

and has remained large since then (Figure 3). In France and Italy too, from the 1990s to the 

2010s there were three to twelve times more adoption candidates than adoptable children 

(Mignot 2015b). In France, while in the 1950s and 1960s only 1 % to 4 % of adoptable 

children were adopted annually, this proportion increased to 4 % to 10 % in the 1970s and to 

20 % to 35 % since the 2000s (Observatoire national de l’enfance en danger 2007-2016). Not 

all legally adoptable children are adopted, however, because few candidates are willing to 

0

10

20

30

40

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Adoption applicants Adoption earmarked minors



16 
 

adopt older children and because social workers believe it sometimes is in children’s interest 

to remain with the foster family they love. 

In the late 19th century some foster parents in need of workers preferred to foster 

adolescents. However, as adoptions of unrelated children were motivated more and more by 

emotional instead of instrumental reasons, adoption candidates’ preferences shifted from 

adolescents to children. In the interwar years many adopters in Germany (Benninghaus 2013) 

and England and Wales (Keating 2009) preferred children around two or three years old, an 

age at which they supposedly had forgotten their birth parents and their health could be 

evaluated with precision. From the 1940s, once infant mortality had dropped, more and more 

adopters preferred infants to children because they can attach more easily (Keating 2009, p. 

187). Thus in England and Wales “36 per cent of all adoptions in 1951 were of infants under 

twelve months, 51 per cent in 1968” (Keating 2009, p. 207). From the 1970s, however, the 

shortage of adoptable infants meant that adopters could not always act on their preferences. In 

England and Wales, the share of (unrelated or related) domestic adoptees who were under 5 at 

adoption went from 50 % in 1974 to 31 % in 1995 (though it increased to 65 % in 2012) 

(Office for National Statistics 2013). In France, the mean age of adopted children increased 

from 1.3 years in the 1950s to 3.2 years in the 1990s (Halifax 2005), and is even higher now. 

Many adoption candidates also prefer to adopt a girl instead of a boy, perhaps because 

girls have a reputation for being more emotionally rewarding. In Germany as early as the 

1920s, there was a higher demand for girls and they were in shorter supply (Benninghaus 

2013). In England in the 1920s and 1930s, “Every reference to a preferred gender in adoption 

[…] makes it clear that girls were markedly favoured above boys, even if adopters settled for 

what was available” (Keating 2009, p. 203). Despite this preference, close to 50 % of 

domestic adoptees were boys, whether in France from the 1950s to the 2000s (Mignot 2015a; 

Belmokhtar 1996; Belmokhtar 2009), England and Wales from the 1980s to the 2010s (Office 

for National Statistics 2013), or Germany (Statistisches Bundesamt 2015) and Sweden 

(Statistiska centralbyrån 2016) from the 1990s to the 2010s. 

 

6. Domestic Adoptions of Related Children 
Most adopters of related children are step-fathers adopting their step-child following 

their marriage with the child’s single, divorced, or widowed mother (Goldscheider 2015). For 

instance, in England and Wales “in 1955, of the 10,341 illegitimate children adopted, 111 

were adopted by their parents jointly, 19 by their father with a partner, 3,000 by their mother 

with a partner, 18 by their father on his own and 87 by their mother on her own” (Keating 

2009, p. 140). In Germany in the 1990s and the 2000s more than 90 % of adoptions of related 

people are step-parent adoptions. In France in the 2000s too, most related children are adopted 

by their often-childless step-father following his marriage with the child’s divorced mother 

(Belmokhtar 2009). Step-parent adoptions may benefit illegitimate children with the aim of 

legitimizing the child; or they may benefit legitimate children following their mother’s 

divorce or widowhood and remarriage, with the aim of giving the child the same surname as 

the step-family. Other kin might adopt, too. In France in the interwar period, approximately 

45 % of adoptees were adopted by their aunt, uncle, step-parent or another relative (Mignot 

2015a). Some adopters even adopt their own illegitimate children to pass on their inheritance 

as to legitimate children. Today, a few of the step-parents who adopt their step-child may be 

members of same-sex couples, mostly couples of women. 

 

6.1. Differences across Countries 

Until the 1970s domestic adoptions of related children were more frequent in Sweden 

and in England and Wales than in France, Germany or Italy (Figure 4). Even assuming that in 

interwar Germany all child adoptions (Figure 1) were of related children 
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(Verwandtenadoptionen) (Mouton 2005), adoptions of related children would still be 1.5 

times less frequent in interwar Germany than in Sweden. Above all, in the 1960s domestic 

adoptions of related children were three to four times more frequent in Sweden and in 

England Wales than in Germany, let alone France or Italy. 

 

Figure 4. Domestic adoptions of related children per 100,000 people in Western Europe, 

1923-2013 

 
Sources: see Table 3. 

German data are slightly overestimated from 1963 to 1981 (they include not only domestic but 

also inter-country adoptions of related children). Swedish data are not observed but estimated 

hypothesizing that the share of domestic adoptions which were related adoptions was the same in all of 

Sweden as it was in Stockholm (Lindgren 2006, p. 33-35). English data from 1950 to 1956 are slightly 

underestimated (they include only step-parent adoptions). French data from 1924 to 1938 are slightly 

overestimated (they include adoptions of related adults). 

 

What could explain such differences between on the one hand Sweden and England and 

Wales and on the other hand Germany, France and Italy? One possibility is that there were 

more step-parents and step-children living together in Sweden and in England and Wales. 

Indeed, since the 1950s Sweden has had the highest total divorce rate in Western Europe, 

before England and Wales; then come Germany and France; and Italy has by far the lowest 

divorce rate of the countries discussed here (Appendix, Figure G). While in England and 

Wales in the 1950s most adopted step-children’s mothers were single mothers (80 % of 

adopted step-children were illegitimate), in the 1970s most adopted step-children’s mothers 

were divorced (60 % of adopted step-children were legitimate) (Masson et al. 1983, p. 1). 

Perhaps in Sweden and England and Wales single mothers married more often, which would 

have increased the number of step-parents and step-children living together. However, we 

simply do not know enough yet to explain this fact properly. In England and Wales the 

number of adoptions of related children peaked in the mid-1970s while the number of 

adoptions of unrelated children peaked in the late 1960s, which might indicate that these 

trends were driven by different processes. However, this does not tell us why English step-

fathers adopted so many step-children. One major reason for step-parent adoption in England 

in the 1970s was the need to regularize all the relationships in the family following the birth 

of a child, and more particularly to have one surname for all family members once children 

were starting school (Masson et al. 1983, p. 16). 
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6.2. Evolution across Time 

In most Western European countries domestic adoptions of related children have 

become more frequent and then less frequent, the peak being probably in the 1950s in 

Sweden, in the 1970s in England and Wales and in the 1980s in Germany (Figure 4). Given 

the little information that is available, this trend is not easy to explain. The increase in the 

number of adoptions of related children until at least the 1950s may be due to factors such as 

the increase in the number of war orphans or fatherless children who were adopted by their 

aunt or uncle or step-parent. In England and Wales the Adoption Act 1958 also facilitated 

adoption by parents and step-parents (Masson et al. 1983, p. 20). When, especially in the 

1960s and early 1970s, the number of step-parent adoptions increased in England and Wales, 

this was largely due to the increase in step-father adoptions following the mother’s divorce, 

not following a death or step-parent adoptions of illegitimate children (Masson et al. 1983, p. 

1). Among step-children adopted between 1975 and 1978, more than half (51 %) had divorced 

parents (36 % were illegitimate, 9 % had lost a parent and 4 % were in a mixed category) 

(Masson et al. 1983, p. 1). 

The fall in the number of adoptions of related children in England and Wales since the 

mid-1970s is clearly due to the Children Act 1975, which sought to partly replace step-parent 

adoption with guardianship or custodianship in order not to cut the child from its other parent, 

usually its father. This law directly contributed to the fall in step-child adoption applications 

and orders, especially post-divorce adoptions (Masson et al. 1983). More generally, however, 

the considerable increase in divorce frequency in Western Europe since the early to mid 

1960s (Appendix, Figure G) does not seem to have increased the number of step-parents 

adopting a step-child. This is likely because most Western European adoption legislations 

now want to avoid step-child adoptions which risk severing the legal and psychological link 

between the child and its father (United Nations 2009). From the 1970s single motherhood 

also became more often chosen and better accepted both legally and socially, so single 

mothers may now try less hard to find a husband to educate their child (Rivière 2015). The 

equalization of legitimate and illegitimate legal links may also have reduced the benefits of 

adopting a child in order to legitimize it. This might be why in England and Wales the share 

of domestic related adoptees who were born illegitimate went from 66 % in 1960 to 40 % 

from the early 1970s to the early 1980s (Selman 2006a). 

 

7. Inter-country Adoptions of Children 
Inter-country adoptions of children should be distinguished from child migration 

(Kershaw and Sacks 2008; Stuchtey 2013, p. 51; Jablonka 2007) and forced migration 

programs such as the Nazi Lebensborn (Fehrenbach 2010, p. 183-184) but also from child 

rescue programs (Hübinette 2003; Hübinette and Tigervall 2006; Hübinette 2009). Although 

as early as the 1930s British “children had been sent from adoption societies to adoptive 

parents in Holland, France, Belgium, Switzerland, Norway and the USA” (Rossini 2014, p. 

111-112), inter-country adoptions started mostly in the wake of the Second World War. That 

is when 500 abandoned children from Germany were sent to Sweden for adoption (Hübinette 

2003). Between 1946 and 1951, another 500 abandoned “occupation children” born from 

French occupying troops in Germany and German women were sent to France for adoption 

(Fehrenbach 2010, p. 187-189; Denéchère 2011). Some German war orphans were also 

adopted in the United States (Weil 1984). Germany is the only Western European country 

from which a substantial number of inter-country adoptions occurred (Annex, Figure H). In 

France, a colonial country, humanitarian adoptions of war orphans and abandoned children 

increased following the 1955-1975 Vietnam wars (Denéchère 2011). Adoptions from South 

Korea to Sweden started in 1957 and in the 1970s both countries signed an agreement which 

facilitated inter-country adoption legal procedures (Hübinette 2003; Lindgren 2006). In 1976, 
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South Korean president Park Chung-hee invited adopted Koreans from Scandinavia to a 

motherland tour. Inter-country adoption procedures are now regulated by the Hague 

Convention on Protection of Children and Co-operation in Respect of Intercountry Adoption 

which all Western European countries have signed and ratified since the 1990s and 2000s 

(Hague Convention on Protection of Children and Co-operation in Respect of Intercountry 

Adoption 2016). 

 

7.1. Differences across Countries 

Since the 1960s, inter-country adoptions have been much more frequent in Sweden than 

in France or Italy, let alone Germany and England and Wales (Figure 5). In the 1980s, inter-

country adoptions in Sweden were at least ten times more frequent than in any other Western 

European country. In the 2010s, inter-country adoptions are approximately thirty times more 

frequent in Sweden than in England and Wales. 

 

Figure 5. Inter-country adoptions of children per 100,000 people in Western Europe, 

1969-2015 

 
Sources: see Table 3. 

 

Why have Swedish couples adopted so many foreign children while English and Welsh 

couples have adopted so few? In Sweden as early as the late 1950s or early 1960s, adoption 

candidates faced a shortage of adoptable domestic children (Lindgren 2006). This triggered a 

demand for inter-country adoptions, which the Swedish government facilitated. To this day, 

the Swedish government provides inter-country adopters with a financial grant (O’Halloran 

2015, p. 779) that has been raised in 2016. Sweden thus pioneered inter-country adoption and 

reached one of the world’s highest rates of inter-country adoptions. In Sweden in the 2000s, 

“[j]ust under one thousand children are adopted annually, the majority from 30 or so 

countries, mostly from Asia. There are less than 200 domestic adoptions a year in Sweden, 

roughly 20 cases a year involving infants and an equal number involving children in foster 

care. Of the remainder, most involve the adoption of step-children” (Socialstyrelsen 2009, p. 

14). Inter-country adoption, an act of solidarity with the Third World, became part of 

Sweden’s self-image and reputation as one of the world’s most liberal and progressive 

countries (Hübinette and Tigervall 2006; Lindgren 2006; Jonsson Malm 2010). “However 

from the end of the 1990s, the general public view of international adoption as an act of anti-

racism and solidarity, the adopted children as utopian bridges between cultures, and the 

adoptive parents as child rescuers, was suddenly challenged as adult adoptees and adoptive 
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parents started to voice their own experiences in the form of the publication of memoir works 

and autobiographies.” (Hübinette and Tigervall 2006) 

In England and Wales, by contrast, adoption candidates did not face a similar shortage 

of adoptable domestic children, perhaps partly because since the 1980s high numbers of 

neglected or abused children were removed from their parents and placed for adoption 

(Mignot 2017). Therefore, there might never have been as much demand for inter-country 

adoption in England and Wales as in Sweden. In addition, the British government made inter-

country adoption much more costly than domestic adoption (in both money and time) in order 

to have British – not foreign – children adopted and to reduce local authorities’ care costs. 

Finally, memories of the forced migration of children cast doubt on the idea that inter-country 

adoption might be good for children. As a consequence, many British social workers believe 

that trans-racial adoption is often not in the child’s best interests (personal communication 

from Julie Selwyn). 

While differences in the incidence of inter-country adoptions between Western 

countries are impressive, there have also been differences in inter-country adoptees’ countries 

of origin. (Information on the origins of inter-country adoptees to England and Wales and 

Germany since the 1970s is hard to find, though.) Most inter-country adoptees to both 

Sweden and France in the 1970s and 1980s came from Asia (Hübinette 2001b; Ministère des 

Affaires étrangères 2016). However, while most inter-country adoptees to Sweden still came 

from Asia in the 2000s (Hübinette 2001b), only 25 % of inter-country adoptees to France and 

fewer than 20 % of inter-country adoptees to Italy came from Asia in the 2000s and 2010s 

(Ministère des Affaires étrangères 2016; Commissionne per le adozioni internazionali 2014). 

In France adoptees come more or less equally from all continents and in Italy adoptees from 

Eastern Europe now outnumber those from Asia. As a matter of fact many inter-country 

adoptees now are interracial adoptees, which raises some specific challenges for their 

psychological health and/or well-being, including possible self-esteem problems and ethnic 

identity conflicts (see Hjern et al. 2002, Dalen et al. 2008, Lindblad et al. 2010 and Ma 

forthcoming on Sweden; Halifax and Labasque 2013 on France; Ferrari and Rosnati 

2013, Rosnati and Ferrari 2014 on Italy; Clarke 2014 on England; see also Hollingsworth 

1997 and Juffer an IJzendoorn 2007 for meta-reviews of the literature).  

 

7.2. Evolution across Time 

Inter-country adoptions to France, Italy and Germany became more frequent until the 

mid-2000s (Figure 5), likely because the liberalization of contraception and induced abortion 

triggered a shortage of healthy domestic infants who were adoptable. In addition, as 

illegitimacy and adoption ceased to be shameful, this enabled parents to consider adopting 

visibly foreign children, which required parents to tell everyone that their children were 

adopted. This stands in stark contrast with adoption practices until then, which had largely 

been untold and even hidden. The replacement of domestic adoptions with inter-country 

adoptions from the 1960s or 1970s to the mid-2000s also made adoption more socially visible 

than it had ever been. 

In Sweden the decrease in inter-country adoptions dates back to the late 1970s, which 

would require a specific explanation. In France, Italy and Germany inter-country adoptions 

have become much less frequent since the mid-2000s because the number of adoptable 

children has declined worldwide (Selman 2006b; Selman 2010; Selman 2012; Selman 2015; 

Mignot 2015c). The drop in mortality reduced the number of orphans; the number of children 

who are abandoned has also dropped as fertility declined, the stigma of illegitimacy eroded 

and social and child support policies were set in place in countries of origin; and more and 

more abandoned children in these countries are now adopted domestically. The signature and 

ratification of The Hague convention by more and more countries of origin further reduced 
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the global supply of adoptable children. Most inter-country adoptees to Western Europe now 

have “special needs” such as in France and in Italy (Ministère des Affaires étrangères 2016; 

Commissionne per le adozioni internazionali 2014). Inter-country adoptees are older and 

older at adoption, which may raise concerns about children’s integration into their host family 

and society. In France in 2015, 41 % of inter-country adoptees were at least five years old at 

adoption, whereas that was the case of only 18 % of them in 2005. In Italy since the 2010s a 

majority of inter-country adoptees are at least five years old at adoption, which was not the 

case in the 2000s. Similarly in Germany in 2014, 50 % of inter-country adoptees were at least 

six years old at adoption (they were 36 % in 1991 but 68 % in 2005) (Statistisches Bundesamt 

2015). 

 

8. Conclusion 
This chapter offered an overview of child adoption laws and practices since child 

adoption became legal in Western Europe. I have shown that Germany, Sweden, France, 

England and Wales and finally Italy introduced child adoption in their legal system in the 

early 20th century for the welfare of vulnerable children, including war orphans and war 

babies. Since then, there has been growing social, political and legal support in favor of child 

adoption in the child’s best interests – whatever the child’s status: a kin, an abandoned child, 

an orphan or a foreigner. The incidence of child adoption increased from the early 20th 

century to approximately the 1970s because of a rise in the demand for domestic adoptions of 

unrelated children. Further research needs to examine the specific reasons which led more and 

more sterile married couples to adopt unrelated children, in a context where most adoptions of 

unrelated children were designed to be emotionally fulfilling, but remained hidden. The 

incidence of child adoption also increased until the 1970s because of a rise in the demand for 

adoptions of related children. The incidence of child adoption has decreased since the 1970s, 

however, because the liberalization of contraception and induced abortion created a dearth of 

adoptable children, first domestically and then in foreign countries too. Child adoption in 

Western Europe has thus been directly impacted by the disappearance of child abandonment. 

In addition, step-child adoption is now avoided to preserve the link between the child and its 

father. Overall, child adoption incidence in Western Europe is approximately the same in the 

2010s as it was in the interwar period. 

I have also shown that for most of the period since the early 20th century the Swedes and 

the British adopted children much more frequently than Germans did, let alone the French or 

Italians. This long-term gap in adoption incidence is due to gaps in adoptions of both 

unrelated and related children. So why have the British and Swedish families been the most 

open to strangers to the family? If the North-South gradient is confirmed on all Western 

Europe, further research needs to examine the mechanisms behind it and how it fits with 

Western European family patterns. However, understanding this gap may require gathering 

individual data detailing which couples apply for adoption and finally adopt a child. More 

broadly, child adoption history now needs to include comparisons with Eastern European as 

well as non-European countries. In the U.S., since the 1950s there have been from 40 to 80 

child adoptions per 100,000 people (Moriguchi 2012), which is more than in Sweden or 

England and Wales. In Japan since the 1950s adoptions have been even more frequent than in 

the U.S. but almost all adoptees are adults (Moriguchi 2010). Global patterns of adoption 

reveal underappreciated differences among some of the world’s populations, thus 

complementing the usual analyses relying on marriage, fertility and migration. 
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Appendix 
 

 

 

Table A. Charateristics of Western European Countries 

 
Legal 

system 

Language 

family 

Majority 

religion 
Traditional family structure 

Germany Civil code Germanic 
Protestant / 

Catholic 
Stem 

Sweden Civil code Germanic Protestant Stem 

France Civil code 
Italic 

(Romance) 
Catholic Nuclear (North) and stem (South) 

England-

Wales 

Common 

law 
Germanic Protestant Nuclear 

Italy Civil code 
Italic 

(Romance) 
Catholic 

Nuclear (North and South) and 

communitarian (center) 

Source on traditional family structure: Kertzer 2001. 
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Figure A. Live births per 1,000 people in Western Europe, 1900-2010 

 
Source: Ined 2016. 

 

 

Figure B. Share of births which are illegitimate in Western Europe, 1900-2014 

 
Source: Ined 2016; Eurostat 2016; Statistiska Centralbyrån 1969, p. 106. 
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Figure C. Share of women who remained childless in Western Europe, per birth cohort 

1930-1965 

 
Source: Organisation for economic cooperation and development 2016. 

 

 

Figure D. Gross domestic product per capita in Western Europe (in 1990 International 

Geary-Khamis dollars), 1900-2008 

 
Source: Maddison 2003. 
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Figure E. Urbanization rate in Western Europe, 1900-2015 

 
Sources: data on 1900-1913 are from Bardet and Dupâquier 1998, p. 221 (share of the 

population living in cities of 5,000 inhabitants or more); data on 1950-2015 are from United Nations 

Population Division 2015b (share of the population living in urban areas). 

 

 

Figure F. Share of 15-44 women who take the contraceptive pill in Western Europe, 

1968-1977 

 
Source: Leridon et al. 1987. 
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Figure G. Total divorce rate in Western Europe, 1946-2003 

 
Source: Ined 2016. 

 

Figure H. Inter-country adoptions of Western-German children (by foreigners) per 

100,000 people in West Germany, 1950-1973 

 
Source: Statistisches Bundesamt 1977, p. 64. 

Field: from 1950 to 1953, inter-country adoptions from West Berlin are not included. 
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