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Hello again!

»»» Why not adopt? Many of you have been wondering about that.

Well, the first thing to say is that many people do!   We don’t hear much about adoption as a

solution to infertility because it’s not usually very controversial.   This isn’t to say that there aren’t

ethical controversies about adoption—there certainly are.   But they are generally not about

adoption itself.   Just about everyone is in favor of adoption in at least some circumstances.    

But the question is really about whether adoption is a better solution to infertility than the kinds of

high-tech interventions we discussed in the videos.   Should people who cannot have children the

“natural” way seek to adopt rather than undertake the arduous, complicated, and expensive path to

parenthood that reproductive technology offers?   

»»» Let’s start by noting that adoption (at least in the United States) is also

an arduous, complicated, and expensive path to parenthood.

Indeed, both domestic and international adoption can end up costing as much or more than

medical treatment for infertility.

Unlike fertility medicine, adoption is heavily regulated. Not just anyone can adopt a child.  Many

countries have in place laws about who is eligible to adopt children from that country. There are

laws that restrict adoption to married couples, heterosexual persons, and people who fall within a

certain age or even BMI range.

Because of concerns about child trafficking and about the fate of children adopted by foreigners,

some countries have also been halting or scaling back adoptions in recent years.   Domestic

adoption is not really any simpler.  It can be just as expensive and complicated as international

adoption—sometimes even more so.   All this means that adoption is, for many people, out of a

reach as a solution to infertility, just as out of reach as pricey reproductive technology.  Liza

Mundy’s article, “A Special Kind of Poverty,” (under the readings tab) does an excellent job

spelling out just why adoption is not the straightforward solution it might seem to be, especially for



people without much money to spare.    

»»» Now the picture I just presented is mostly about the adoption of healthy

infants and toddlers.

There are, of course, older children in orphanages and foster care systems throughout the

world, probably more than there are families willing to adopt them.

Many of these children have special medical or emotional needs, although many do not.  These

children badly need families. We might wonder if it would make more sense for people who want to

be parents, but who have fertility problems, to adopt these children instead of pursuing high-tech

solutions.      

»»» One thing we should note is that if there is an obligation to adopt these children,

there’s no reason why it should apply just to people with fertility problems. 

Why shouldn’t everyone who wants to become a parent seek to adopt an existing child instead of

bringing a new child into the world?

Some bioethicists have raised this question, both out of concern for the children in need of families

and also because of general concerns about overpopulation and the future of the planet. If we step

back and consider the issue from a utilitarian standpoint, which directs us to maximize overall

good or happiness in our actions, this does look like the right thing to do. These prospective

parents want children; those children need parents. It’s just a matter of making it happen. 

Of course, most people want children who are genetically related to them and often also to their

partners. Many women also want to experience pregnancy and childbirth. The fact that people have

these desires doesn’t necessarily mean they are justified in acting on them. But neither can we

simply dismiss them as morally insignificant. The freedom to make decisions about whether and

how to have children seems to be quite central to our ordinary ideas about autonomy.   

»»» No doubt everyone should be encouraged to think seriously about how we

might be able to help children languishing in orphanages and foster care throughout

the world.

For some people and some children, the right answer may lie in adoption.  But that won’t be the



right answer in all cases, either for the prospective parents or the children.  It may be that we can

best promote the welfare of children in need by supporting policies that help parents care for their

children well, that improve foster care programs, or that make it easier for extended family

members to take in orphaned or abandoned young relatives.  Children do need families, but there

are lots of ways that families can be built.   

»»» So adoption is certainly one solution to infertility, but it is not necessarily

an easier or less expensive solution.

Regardless, raising the question is important because it reminds all of us—parents or not—of

our moral responsibilities toward vulnerable children, both in our communities and around the

globe.


