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Abstract 

Identity formation is a lifelong process, significantly influenced by factors involving social 

groups such as family, culture, and life events. Identity confusion can result from Misattributed 

Parentage Experiences (MPE), when people learn they are not biologically related to a parent(s) 

who raised them as such, possibly triggering genealogical bewilderment, the state when 

uncertain knowledge of biological parents, or lack thereof, leads to maladjustment, confusion, 

and uncertainty (Leighton, 2012) in identity. The present study is a qualitative analysis of the 

effect genealogical bewilderment has on identity formation and crises for MPE adults in the 

United States between 2012 and 2022. Using Marcia (1966) as the primary model for identity 

development, this study frames the appreciable difference genealogical bewilderment causes 

when one no longer knows the ancestry or culture from which they came. However, identity is 

also a fluid concept influenced by life events; therefore, this study expands the conceptual 

framework to include Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial stages and Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social 

identity theory. A phenomenological methodology using a critical hermeneutic (interpretive) 

approach and thematic analysis was used to analyze an open-ended survey of 123 participants. 

The findings identified two main themes obtained through open-ended survey questions: the 

presence of identity crisis and negative family dynamics. The research implications point to 

concrete ways MPEs successfully heal from the identity crisis and resulting negative family 

dynamic changes and can bridge the research practice gap for professional mental health 

clinicians. 
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Glossary 

Birth Certificate Father (BCF): The man listed on an individual’s birth certificate as 

the father was later discovered not to be biologically related. 

Donor Conceived Person (DCP): Individuals conceived through reproductive 

technology such as gamete donation of egg and/or sperm. 

Ethnocentric Universality: The assumption that everyone necessarily stands inside only 

one culture. Often experienced as leading to the scapegoating of those in the out-group. 

Existing Family (aka Social Family): Synonymous with the family of origin; the parents 

and the extended family the MPE grew up with. 

Genealogical Bewilderment: The state when uncertain knowledge of biological parents, 

or lack thereof, leads to identity maladjustment or confusion. 

Ghost Kingdom: A hypothetical world all MPEs enter when imagining being part of the 

birth family’s life. 

Hiraeth: Celtic term for homesickness for a place an individual may never have been or 

left long ago; an earnest longing for a home far away, possibly beyond the conscious plane of 

existence. 

Horizontal identity: Identity features acquired mostly through non-familial means, often 

peers and counter cultures that feel threatening to the family of origin. 

Intuition: The ability to understand something immediately, without the need for 

conscious reasoning. 

Late Discovery Adoptee (LDA): Individuals who discover they are adopted late in life, 

usually not from disclosure by the adopted parents. 
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Misattributed Parentage Experience (MPE): The umbrella term given to describe 

individuals who learn they are not biologically related to a parent(s) they were raised to believe; 

describing donor-conceived persons (DCP), late discovery adoptees (LDA), and non-paternal 

events (NPE). 

Monachopsis: A subtle and persistent feeling of being out of place. 

Non-Paternal Events (NPE): Original term for individuals learning late in life that they 

are conceived as a result of affairs, consensual partner swapping, or sexual assault. 

Personal Identity: Identity obtained through personal, inner representations of values 

and roles 

Serendipity: The happy faculty of finding or accomplishing things without direct or 

conscious effort. 

Social Identity: Identity obtained through affiliation in groups or categories  

Supportive or Social Parent: The person who raised you and in your heart functions as 

mom or dad regardless of genetic relationship. 

Synchronicity: A meaningful coincidence without apparent cause which has value for 

the person experiencing it. 

Umwelt: German term for the external environment one finds themselves in and the 

simultaneous internalized environment consisting of ancestry, culture, and kinship. 

Vertical Identity: Identity features that are transmitted generationally via the family of 

origin and can include ethnicity, religion, language, and cultural norms. 
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List of Abbreviations 

MPE misattributed parentage experience 

NPE Non-paternal event; also sometimes referred to as not parent expected 

BCF birth certificate father 

LDA late discovery adoptee 

DCP donor-conceived person 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Roughly 10% of people who purchase commercial DNA tests can experience surprise 

results that one or both parents who raised them are not biologically related to them (Regalado, 

2019), leading to what the non-profit organization Right to Know calls Misattributed Parentage 

Experiences (MPE). Three subcategories of MPE exist in the form of donor-conceived persons 

(DCP), late discovery adoptees (LDA), and non-paternal events (NPE) who are products of 

affairs, sexual assault, or consensual partner swapping (Right to Know, n.d.) depicted in Figure 

1.  

Figure 1: MPE Categories 

 

The experience of an MPE discovery may contain a combination of grief, trauma, family 

conflict, and identity crisis for all three of the subgroups as they come to grips with no longer 

being biologically connected to at least half of the family who raised them. Grief occurs over the 

sense of loss of oneself no longer fully represented in the family, and family conflict ensues 

when MPEs want to discuss the revelation and search for biological family (Right to Know, 

n.d.). The result can also include an experience of genealogical bewilderment, the state when 
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uncertain knowledge of biological parents, or lack thereof, that might lead to maladjustment, 

confusion, and uncertainty in identity (Leighton, 2012), generally thought to be worse for those 

individuals discovering misattributed parentage in adulthood (Riley, 2012). 

Personal Identity is defined as the “feeling of sameness and continuity across time, 

develop[ing] continually throughout the life span” (Eriksson et al., 2020, p.1968) and is an 

important part of individual psychological development obtained in part through affiliations with 

social groups. Personal identity, answering the question of who am I, is seen as a distinct and 

unique being that influences social identity (Burke & Stets, 2009), the first of which is affiliation 

with family. ‘Who am I’ is often considered an essential question in life, with elusive answers if 

negative life events are experienced as too challenging (Dickinson, 2017). 

We find identity first through group affiliations, starting with family and culture to find 

belonging (Erikson, 1980) “because there is uniformity in thought and action in being a group 

member” (Burke & Stets, 2009, p. 118). Lacking a sense of family or home is thought to have 

detrimental consequences to mental health and is reflected in the Celtic word hiraeth (Right to 

Know, n.d.), which can be described as the longing one may feel for a place left behind or never 

even known, but felt akin to homesickness. 

The MPE experience, although seemingly new to our modern society, is a well-known 

storyline spanning human history, evidenced by its presence in early literature, mythology, and 

even the Christian Bible. Homer placed it within the plotline for the pivotal Freudian character of 

Oedipus, an adoptee who exclaimed, “I must pursue this trail to the end, till I have unraveled the 

mystery of my birth” (Sorosky et al., 2008, p. 25) – a feeling MPE share with adoptees at large. 

The Greek myths are replete with MPE stories, particularly the notable demi-god legends of 

Perseus and Hercules, whose dramas center on how they find their identities when their paternity 
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and powers are revealed. Superhero origin stories such as Wonder Woman and Superman can be 

seen as a mirror of the Greek myths’ preoccupation with finding identity through parentage.  

Revered children’s stories such as The Ugly Duckling by Hans Christian Andersen 

(1845/1958) can be understood as an analogy to an adoption MPE discovery. As a swan born in a 

duck yard, the ugly duckling did not recognize himself in the family he had unwittingly joined. 

This resulted in the swan experiencing depression and emotional and spiritual drifting, which are 

typical emotional symptoms of the genealogically bewildered (Sants, 1964). Not until the swan 

found his kin was he able to understand himself and fulfill his identity (Sants, 1964).  

Finally, religion represents the early presence of the MPE storyline, with the Hebrew 

Bible as the first place we see donor parents and surrogacy mentioned historically. In the Book 

of Genesis, Sarah & Abraham used Sarah’s servant Hagar as the surrogate (English Standard 

Version Bible, 2022, Genesis. 16:1-4) as a permitted form of maintaining inheritance, so at least 

one parent was still biological. Perhaps the most well-known adoption stories are those of Moses 

and Jesus Christ, representing pivotal foundations for two of the world’s major religions, and 

neither knew their biological father.  

All of the aforementioned mythic hero stories share the burden of profound identity crises 

when it is revealed who the biological parents are. Oedipus’s compulsion to find his origin 

mirrors the general experience when the MPE discovery is made: it is not possible to commit to 

identity until the facts of the story are known. In their formative work, The Adoption Triangle, 

Sorosky et al. (2008) state that “reunion with a birth parent is an integral event [to an adoptee 

because] the totality of adult identity is rooted with the past (p. 157).” We can then extrapolate 

this to the micro-level, where stories told through family lore of specific ancestors and traditions 

contribute significantly to building identity.  
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Interest in the form and function of identity has been a multidisciplinary preoccupation 

evidenced by the philosopher and psychologist William James (1842), who once described 

identity as “a voice inside which says this is the real me” that isn’t intentionally pursued but 

rather “comes upon you” (as cited in Erikson, 1968, p. 19). The study of Developmental 

Psychology became a formative theory in the field, most notably with Erikson’s (1968) research 

on the stages of psychosocial development. Erikson’s work in this area was motivated by his 

MPE discovery when Erikson learned he was an NPE, the result of an affair triggering an 

identity crisis (Cherry, n.d.). Maslow (1954) also postulated the importance of identity in his 

conceptualization of the Hierarchy of Needs.  

Contributing to the early identity work along with Erikson, Marcia (1966) expanded the 

model to include four specific identity statuses of foreclosure, diffusion, moratorium, and 

achievement. Overall, identity development is an important part of individual psychological 

development and is obtained in part through affiliations with groups contributing to the “feeling 

of sameness and continuity across time, develop[ing] continually throughout the life span” 

(Eriksson et al., 2020, p.1968).  

Kinship is perhaps one of the original affiliations humans have with a group serving as a 

foundational element of identity obtained through genetic belonging to a family, clan, or tribe. 

Sants (1964) further proposed that children transfer the love and attachment formed with parents 

to the family at large, thus learning to be valued as part of an in-group. In contrast, it might be 

possible that the converse is then true if genealogical bewilderment is experienced by an 

individual. The impact of not knowing what family one person might come from could 

contribute to a psychological disconnection experienced by that individual (Sants, 1964), which 

can stunt self-concept and, therefore, identity formation creating confusion. This implies the 
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MPE identity journey may require combining previous identity commitments with new ones to 

achieve resolution. 

Statistical prevalence of MPE in the population varies broadly. A commonly accepted 

number in the MPE community is 10% of the commercially available DNA-test-taking 

population (Regalado, 2019). Further evidence of the discrepancy is found in the number of tests 

taken. Copeland (2021) reports that 40 million people have taken at-home commercial DNA 

tests, while Hay (2021) stated 142 million are expected by the end of 2022. Translating into 

anywhere from 4 million up to 14 million people may discover misattributed parentage within 

ten to fifteen years of the commercial tests being put on the market. Based on the ongoing 

popularity of DNA tests, this MPE population might be an ongoing phenomenon supporting the 

need for this study.  

Several mental health clinicians, themselves MPE, are engaged in research exploring the 

effects of MPE discoveries, including the effect on public health (Gianci, 2021) and the general 

experience of NPE results from commercial tests (Becker, 2020; Shephard et al., 2022). This 

study on identity formation is also influenced by my own MPE experience in 2014 (Appendix A) 

and my profession as a Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist.  

Statement of the Problem 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to examine identity formation 

among people discovering MPE status from 2012 to 2022. In the scarce research literature,  

not knowing where one comes from ancestrally is thought to have a strong effect on identity 

formation (Sorosky et al., 2008). Clinical observation of MPE discoveries as well as recent 

research (Burke & Stets, 2009), leads the researcher to view identity formation to be comprised 

of identity dimensions, including the vertical identities of culture, the family of origin, and 
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ancestry along with the roles and meanings that comprise social and personal identities. In 

mainstream individuals without MPE discoveries, this identity framework is thought to occur in 

the same fashion (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1966; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and may be influenced 

adversely by other unwanted life events, such as serious illness, job loss, or death of a loved one, 

which is thought to be the origins of the much-embellished midlife crisis (Druckerman, 2018). 

The presence of MPE discoveries can be viewed as one of the adverse life events, with the 

exception that it is rarely expected as part of the normal course of life and, therefore, not planned 

for as the aforementioned experiences. 

Many anecdotal reports of MPE among individuals seem to experience being dismissed 

out of hand by family members, friends, and surprisingly even professional mental health 

clinicians (Right to Know, n.d.). This can have a harmful effect on the self-esteem of the MPE 

individuals along with possibly creating rifts in relationships due to lack of support and distrust 

of the mental health community: many of the mental health community have insufficient training 

in identity formation or never heard of genealogical bewilderment and are therefore unaware of 

the effect MPE discoveries have on individuals along with family structures (Right to Know, 

n.d.). Furthermore, little official instruction has been found in graduate program curricula about 

identity, possibly contributing to the clinicians being unaware of the clinical MPE presenting 

problems experienced by an individual. In addition, it has been hard to find graduate-level 

programming regarding the role adoption plays in development, thus complicating the impact on 

the identity formation of not seeing yourself reflected in your family. 

Overall, a research-practice gap has emerged regarding MPE discoveries. The gap in 

research on the MPE phenomenon exists due to its relative recency of discovery due to the 

emergence of the commercial DNA testing industry gained popularity in the early 2010s 
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(Copeland, 2021) and has therefore not had the benefit of robust research for the affected adult 

population. Additionally, the research gap is problematic because genealogical bewilderment 

was first applied solely in the literature regarding the adoption of children (Sants, 1964), and 

adoption is now incorporated in the MPE constellation (Right to Know, n.d.) as one-third of the 

MPE population. 

The research-practice gap is presumed to extend to a lack of appropriate clinical 

application of the MPE experience affecting evidence-based practice (American Psychological 

Association, n.d-c). This problem would have far-reaching psychological effects since an MPE 

discovery might trigger grief, trauma, identity disruption, and family conflict (NPE Friends 

Fellowship, n.d.).  This lack of research prevents experienced clinicians from accessing 

evidence-based practice to appropriately treat this issue (American Psychological Association, 

n.d.-c) and could construe a public safety concern since mental health professionals might then 

unwittingly harm clients. Ultimately, this may have the effect of engendering distrust of 

professional psychological help and thus potentially preventing MPE clients from being 

understood or helped professionally. 

Research into the effect of genealogical bewilderment on identity within the MPE 

population may have the beneficial effect of further improving our understanding of identity 

formation and achievement, thereby possibly improving family relationships and the opportunity 

for corrective experiences in familial relating and bonding (NPE Friends Fellowship, n.d.). A 

successful resolution of an identity crisis may then lead to a greater sense of belonging and in-

group bonding and help mental health professionals provide the appropriate context for identity 

exploration with MPE clients. 
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Conceptual Framework 

One of the early identity theories to be put forth in the psychology of personality 

literature was Erikson’s (1968) theory of the psychosocial stages relating identity to defined, 

progressive stages of development throughout the lifespan. Although each psychosocial stage in 

Erikson’s theory influences identity, for this study, the focus on Erikson’s stage of identity vs. 

role confusion is based on the primary aim of the stage as focusing on an identity crisis. This 

framework alone, however, is insufficient in addressing the arc of identity exploration from 

development through crisis and, ultimately, a resolution that accompanies major life transitions, 

such as genealogical bewilderment. Therefore, this theoretical framework is further 

supplemented to include two additional theorists, Marcia’s (1966) identity status model and 

Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social identity model. Marcia’s (1966) four-identity status model is an 

important addition to identity theory because it appropriately reflects the holistic cycle of crisis 

and resolution, essential elements to the pattern reflected in the MPE identity experience. 

Beginning in foreclosure, individuals blindly commit to ideals and values contributing to 

identity, usually informed by parental influence. The second status of diffusion is marked by the 

lack of identity exploration resulting in social withdrawal or isolation. The third status is 

moratorium, characterized by the active feeling of identity crisis because identity commitments 

are absent or actively being explored. Finally, the achievement status is marked by having made 

it through the crisis, where new explorations allow an individual to finally make identity 

commitments. 

Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) theory on social identity was instrumental in defining how the 

identity commitments in Marcia’s theory are made. In his seminal experiment, Tajfel defined 

social categorization as labeled between in-group versus out-group affiliation, demonstrating in-



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

9 

group favoritism occurs even when there is no dual relationship present. Bias toward the in-

group was revealed when an anonymous rater was given no information other than what group 

they belonged to and then instructed to make discrete gift donations to any group of their choice. 

The raters chose the group they knew they were affiliated with, even when fictional (Tajfel, 

1982). This theory was the first to note that individuals must understand themselves as similar 

members of distinct groups for identity commitments to take place. 

Figure 2 provides a working model of possible overlap between the three theories of 

identity covered in the research literature and forms the basis for the conceptual model for the 

current qualitative dissertation study.  

Figure 2: Conceptual Framework 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Question 

The overarching qualitative research question has been identified based on the interplay 

of the three theories comprising the conceptual framework for the current study, which includes 

Marcia’s (1966) identity status categories, Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social identity model, and 

Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial stage of identity vs. role confusion: 

Erikson Tajfel  

Marcia 

M
PE Identity 
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What role does a misattributed parentage experience have in identity diffusion, 

foreclosure, moratorium, and achievement?  

Assumptions 

Researchers frequently bring bias and assumptions into studies, including acutely 

embedded views regarding the problem being studied, which is considered an axiological 

assumption in qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I bring value-based assumptions 

derived from my personal experiences with misattributed parentage that I attempt to articulate 

here. The personal experience of navigating identity diffusion and achievement as a result of 

being an MPE has contributed to research assumptions in this study about the influence on the 

identity formation of not knowing one’s ancestral history. Additionally, my scope of clinical 

practice as a Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist influences assumptions through 

professional training and the scholarly society I participate within (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Like 

identity itself, assumptions can change over time (Creswell & Poth, 2018) as data is obtained and 

synthesized. 

Limitations  

Limitations to this study include potential participant barriers to technology, such as 

inexperience with online surveys and difficulty expressing themselves or their feelings in 

writing. Secondly, participant bias may result from my professional reputation within the MPE 

community as they may try to please the researcher. Finally, transferability poses a limitation in 

the way that the MPE community does not apply to the general population unless they become 

one of the approximate 10% that discover themselves as an MPE. 
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Delimitations 

The period between 2012 and 2022 was chosen to confine the range of MPE discoveries 

to manage the responses. Conservation of financial and time resources, as well as lingering 

Covid-19 pandemic health concerns, required convenient instrumentation and engagement with 

the sample population. Therefore, Google surveys were chosen to maintain health and limit 

expenses. Finally, NPE, DCP, and LDA were chosen as participants because all three subgroups 

appear to manifest the same responses to identity changes despite coming into it from different 

conception stories. 

Summary 

The MPE phenomenon has been a well-kept secret throughout human history, mostly 

fodder for salacious storylines in literature and contemporary film.  The impact of the MPE 

discovery takes on a wholly new perspective, with DNA and reproductive sciences enabling 

parentage secrets to come to light, and foremost of the fallout of these discoveries is the impact 

on identity formation and achievement. Organized around the scholarly understanding of identity 

theory as conceived by Erikson (1968), Tajfel and Turner (1979), and Marcia (1966), it is 

possible to understand the framework for identity development within personal and social 

identity constructs when discovering that a parent is no longer a biological parent.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Historical Background of MPE 

The MPE experience is relatively new to the public consciousness and has only become a 

phenomenon with the rise of commercial DNA test popularity since 2011 (Copeland, 2021), with 

rates of identification varying wildly - ranging from 0.8% to 30% in the general population (Farr, 

2017). Yet, literature of antiquity and the contemporary era, as well as popular media, also 

appears to feature the MPE storyline in beloved and often critically acclaimed stories such as 

Empire Strikes Back (Kershner, 1980), Indiana Jones and the Crystal Skull (Spielberg, 2008), 

Creed (Coogler, 2015), Thor-Ragnarök (Waititi, 2017), The Count of Monte Cristo (Dumas, 

1844/2021), The Mask of Zorro (Campbell, 1998) and Outlander: Dragonfly in Amber 

(Gabaldon, 2017) to name a few. The MPE experience, therefore, is seemingly a well-kept open 

secret. 

The absence of a cohesive identity contributes to a subtle and persistent feeling of being 

out of place or monachopsis (Sivasubramaniam, n.d.). This is important because the influence of 

identity lay “rooted in our unique history and experience [serving as] a guide for people who 

want to lead a meaningful life in [an]ever-changing world” (Nevzlin, 2019, p. 12)  In many 

individuals who experienced MPE, individuals may report an intuitive knowing that they do not 

belong in at least half of their family of origin (Right to Know, n.d.) and many also report no 

regrets at finding out the truth despite the difficulty of getting to the truth (Farr, 2017). Some 

report the MPE results allow them to finally feel affirmed in the mystical connections they had to 

an unknown ancestry until the elation of affirmation turns to the grief of no longer belonging 

(Dellabough, 2022). There is anecdotal evidence of intuitive knowing about belonging that might 

tie back to Jungian psychodynamics. Easily dismissed due to the lack of context or proof, this 
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phenomenon is best described in the context of the Jungian term synchronicity, described as “the 

outer manifestations of inner transformations or turbulence” (Jones, 2008, p. 74). Journalist 

Arthur Koestler even compared the field of physics with parapsychology and found they might 

be met in synchronicity (as cited in Jones, 2008), perhaps an introductory explanation for the 

psyche somehow knowing the body is not genetically related to the family surrounding it. 

Adoption has featured prominently in human historical records since provisions needed 

to be made for those individuals whose parents died unexpectedly or were orphaned through 

other means. From the initial experience, adoption is relinquishment resulting in trauma, 

changing how people organize an understanding of themselves (Sunderland, 2015). First 

recorded in the twelfth century, the word adoption comes from the Latin verb adoptāre meaning 

“to choose for oneself; to accept something or approve it” (Dictionary.com, n.d.). Distinctions 

have been made in adoption literature that continuity of genealogy prevents identity 

complications in adolescents (Hoopes, 1990), suggesting adoptions outside of genetic family 

experience complications in identity development.  

Contemporary references outside the adoption sphere describe the effect of adjusting to 

no longer knowing oneself from similar contexts. In Amy Dickinson’s (2017) memoir Strangers 

Tend to Tell Me Things, Amy Dickinson described her grief after losing her mother as feeling 

she had “lost [her] place in the world” when adjusting her identity to no longer being her 

mother’s daughter. The lyrics for the U2 song Invisible, reference the effect of leaving a 

hometown (U2songs.com, n.d.) but can be acutely applicable as an MPE post-discovery anthem:  

I finally found my real name 

I won’t be me when you see me again 

No, I won’t be my father’s son 
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 (U2, 2014, (Red) Digital Release). 

The Jewish tradition places the highest esteem on the Jewish bloodline, evidenced by 

Orthodox Jew’s allowance for adoption when the birth parents’ Jewish bloodline can be verified. 

Jewish sages over time have stated, “the mitzvah of procreation [be fruitful and multiply] can be 

accomplished through adoption” and is considered by some to be noble (Neustadt, 2017). Never 

specifically mentioned in the Torah (Hebrew Bible), adoption is more often viewed in the 

context of a convert’s relationship with the ancestral Jewish people (Yarden, 2012). The 

Christian Bible, on the other hand, mentions adoption multiple times in verses such as “He 

defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the foreigner residing among you, 

giving them food and clothing” (English Standard Version Bible, 2022, Deuteronomy 10:18). 

Before the advent of commercial DNA tests, MPE subgroups were less common 

knowledge except for adoption (Right to Know, n.d.), but the MPE storylines among individuals 

are found throughout human history. ‘Genealogical bewilderment’ did not enter the 

psychological lexicon until Sants (1964) coined the phrase to describe the clinical effects seen in 

adopted patients (Leighton, 2012). “A genealogically bewildered [person] is one who either has 

no knowledge of natural parents or only uncertain knowledge of them [resulting in a] state of 

confusion and uncertainty…[that] fundamentally undermines…security and thus affects…mental 

health” (Leighton, 2012, p. 64-65). Although a person can become an MPE via late discovery 

adoption disclosure (LDA), donor conceptions (DCP), or non-paternal events (NPE), the effect 

of genealogical bewilderment is similar across the three subcategories. Thus, it is possible to root 

the MPE experience of genealogical bewilderment in early adoption research and the early 

psychological theories of identity formation. 



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

15 

Identity is a basic element of Maslow’s (1954) Hierarchy of Needs and a building block 

of our psychosocial development (Erikson, 1968) with a strong basis in the reflection of the 

family both in genetic and cultural forms (Sorosky et al., 2008). Often depicted in a hierarchical 

5-tier pyramid (see Figure 3), Maslow described basic human needs starting with physiological 

needs followed by safety along with identity formation residing in the third tier of belonging, 

ultimately ending in a capstone with the experience of self-actualization within an individual.   

Figure 3: Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs 
 

 

In the 1970s, Maslow reformulated his vision of the hierarchy to include cognitive and 

aesthetic needs as well as transcendence (McLeod, 2020) (see Figure 4). It is important to note 

that identity formation is still located within the belonging tier, cementing it in the primary needs 

foundation of Maslow’s motivation hierarchical model based on the findings by Sorosky et al. 

(2008) of the impact of not knowing one’s parents. 
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Figure 4: Maslow's 1970 Motivational Update 

 

A newer representation of this hierarchy of motivation has been formulated by Kaufman 

(2021) (see Figure 5), who intended to more accurately reflect the flexible style of deficit and 

growth needs previously depicted solely as linear by Maslow. Identity formation still resides in 

the connection tier, re-ordered to the second level, and is conceived as a recursive skill as lives 

progress and is influenced by both positive and negative experiences. To cope with identity 

changes from positive or negative life events, it is shown that stable identity changes over time 

occur with specific patterns of integration (Eriksson et al., 2020). Constant exploration of 

identity commitments over time alongside mindset shifts regarding negative life events results in 

more successful long-term identity formation and achievement.   
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Figure 5: Kaufman's Needs Update 

 

Defined as an individual’s sense of self, identity pertains to “a set of physical, 

psychological and interpersonal characteristics not wholly shared with any other person, 

including a range of affiliations and social roles that involve continuity over time derived from 

the feeling that one’s memories, goals, values, and beliefs belong to the self” (American 

Psychological Association, Identity, n.d.-a). Family, culture, and ancestry make significant 

contributions to identity formation as environmental strongholds of social identity formation. 

The important effect of environment is reflected in the German word umwelt, which describes 

not just the environment around you but the environment within you as well (American 

Psychological Association, n.d.-b). The environment within can be understood as the internalized 

sense of ancestry, culture, belonging, and family roles created when part of a kinship group. The 

disruption of internal identity aspects through an MPE discovery might cause a seismic shift in 

identity that could result in emotional and social dysfunctions (Right to Know, n.d.) along with 

significant negative effects on agency due to concealment of the truth by trusted family or 

community members (Riley, 2012). 
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As part of the constellation of MPE experiences, the adoptee experience can be viewed as 

foundational to the other two MPE subcategories in that the experience of not knowing the 

genetic connection to ancestry and immediate family can trigger identity confusion and crisis. 

Unless a mental health clinician has specific training and experience in working with individuals 

who learned of late adoption or specifically with MPE, many individuals with MPE anecdotally 

report clinicians dismiss the effect of not knowing genetic information adding to the confusion of 

the role identity plays in clinical mental health applications (Right to Know, n.d.). Particularly 

the current psychological and professional standard for working with adoptees is to clearly 

disclose the adoptee or DCP status as early as possible to minimize the effect of genealogical 

bewilderment (Riley, 2012). Increasingly, clinicians and laypeople alike are recognizing the dire 

need for specific protocols to help the unique MPE population, which includes a significant 

trauma response (Hay, 2021). The relinquishment inherent to adoption is experienced as a 

trauma preverbally (Sunderland, 2015) and can leave adoptees feeling unwanted and confused 

about belonging throughout their lives (Yip, 2013). Many individuals who experience MPE 

across the three subgroups have reported similar outcomes (NPE Friends Fellowship, n.d.; Riley, 

2012). 

Those who have not experienced an MPE are reported to grossly underestimate the 

emotional impact, which has led to misinformed arguments against the effect of not knowing 

where one comes from ancestrally. One such argument dismisses the harms of genealogical 

bewilderment as a function of the very term itself without psychological cause (Leighton, 2012). 

This current qualitative dissertation study aims to further examine if genealogical bewilderment 

in a sample of participants based in the United States causes harm to one’s identity and human 
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connectedness, as found by Riley’s (2012) previous research on the psychological experiences of 

LDA and DCP subgroups from a sample of participants from Australia.  

The knowledge of who and what came before us appears to be an important element in 

forming identity. As theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking once said, “It’s the past that tells us 

who we are. Without it, we lose our identity” (as cited in Hay, 2021). Identity formation also is 

thought to have a basis in the meaning of the roles that individuals assign themselves and, 

importantly, that others recognize. Greg Stone (1962, as cited in Burke & Stets, 2009, p. 38) 

posited that “a person’s identity is established when others…assign him the same words of 

identity that he appropriates for himself .” This points to the possibility that when an individual’s 

social position changes, so too do their identity assignments and has direct relevance to the 

changes inherent to an MPE discovery. Once an MPE discovery is made, many report their 

position is changed in their social family, thereby changing how they see themselves and 

contributing to identity confusion. The degree to which an MPE adheres to culturally defined 

behaviors, including those of prescribed roles, such as searching for and interacting with 

biological family, means they can become unrecognizable to their social families and risk no 

longer being seen as identified members of the group (Burke & Stets, 2009). 

When people no longer support the meaning of an individual’s role, negative emotions 

are triggered, and mechanisms of legitimation are employed to cope with the change (Burke & 

Stets, 2009). In this way, MPE responses can be understood as a threat to identity salience when 

the social family no longer legitimizes their role in the family. Burke and Stets (2009) argue in 

their book Identity Theory that the successful enactment of identity roles in any situation requires 

negotiation with others in the counterpoints to those roles. The MPE individual, therefore, 

occupies their child role in counterpoint to their mother or father’s role, and once the MPE’s role 



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

20 

has changed due to the discovery, the meaning of the role has changed, thus removing their 

legitimacy.  

Relevant Theories 

Identity theory research has roots in the mid-20th century, with three seminal sources: 

Erikson (1968), Marcia (1966), and Tajfel (1982) laying the foundation for the current 

understanding of identity formation and the mechanisms of identity exploration. Later clinicians 

and researchers have been able to draw upon these works to identify how identity crises occur 

and what constitutes a successful resolution of an identity crisis. 

Erikson’s Psychosocial Stages  

A student of Freud (Freud & Strachey, 1975), Erikson’s (1964) eight psychosocial stages 

(See Figure 6) map the developmental tasks necessary for healthy development in future stages. 

Erikson placed immense importance on the topic of identity, as evidenced by his quote, “in the 

social jungle of human existence, there is no feeling of being alive without a sense of identity” 

(as cited in Nevzlin, 2019, p. 17), suggesting that “life starts to have meaning when you go 

beyond simply fulfilling your own basic needs” (Nevzlin, 2019, p. 18). 
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Figure 6: Erikson's Psychosocial Stages of Development 

 

Identity formation is often placed in the period of late adolescence and is described as 

fraught with the contrasting outcomes of identity diffusion and ego identity (Marcia, 1966). 

Identity vs. role confusion is considered to be the only developmental identity crisis (Coulmas, 

2019). The goal of this developmental stage is to commit to identity dimensions that reflect the 

unique, whole-person one is becoming; that identity is the “subjective sense of an invigorating 

sameness and continuity” (Erikson, 1968). A pioneer of the developmental identity model, 

Erikson demonstrated that social psychology and psychoanalysis itself had been unsuccessful in 

truly defining the process of identity development, criticizing traditional psychoanalysis as 

unable to “…grasp the issue of identity because it had not developed terms to conceptualize the 

environment” (Erikson, 1968, p. 24). This gap allowed Tajfel and Turner (1979), later discussed 

in this literature review, to expand the conceptualization of identity beyond the basic personal 

identity formation of the developmental model into a deeper social structure. 

In Identity, Youth and Crisis, Erikson (1968) stated that adolescence is the only identity 

crisis and that the term “crisis” was never intended to equate to devastation or irrevocable harm 
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but rather a turning point where development triggers a change. Containing no record of 

experimental research or organized study, Identity, Youth & Crisis is more a collection of notes 

of the eminent theorist’s prior writings or lectures. Even with lengthy intellectual reflections in 

the written text, Erikson falls short of directly identifying the impact of major life events on 

identity crises, thereby consigning crisis to a youthful experience. The term identity confusion 

was thought to be an appropriate diagnostic category of the mid-twentieth century to address the 

loss of ego identity (personal identity). Emerging research corroborates Erikson’s view that 

adolescence may be the only developmental identity crisis and that midlife crises are a result of 

Western privilege (The Editors, 2016). The term midlife crisis is thought to be coined by Elliot 

Jacques in his paper The Mid Life Crisis presented to the British Psychoanalytic Society in 1957 

(Druckerman, 2018). Initially failing to receive support in the professional community, the 

notion of a midlife crisis established itself in the cultural zeitgeist of the latter half of the 20th 

century until it was ultimately debunked as a cultural phenomenon of the wealthy who have the 

resources to “ruminate on their personal development” (Druckerman, 2018). Citing 

Anthropologist Margaret Mead’s 1928 study of coming of Age in Samoa, Druckerman (2018) 

notes that not even the adolescent identity crisis occurs in the Samoan culture because it’s simply 

not expected as it is in the United States.  

Identity and the Life Cycle (Erikson, 1980) acts as a companion volume to Identity, 

Youth, and Crisis in both style and content and is a near repeat of information regurgitated from 

the previous book at his publisher’s request. Neither book describes research studies, sample 

populations, or research questions. However, an important element included in Identity and the 

Life Cycle is the emphasis placed on historical and cultural influences contextualizing identity 

formation, thus placing Erikson’s work comfortably in the essential zeitgeist relevant to 
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contemporary social norms at the time of this dissertation. Erikson’s (1980) Developmental 

Model wisely recognized the important role socialization has in forming a sense of belonging, 

which in turn shapes identity formation. Coulmas (2019) argued that identity is part of how 

people interact with their social environments to create a cohesive personal identity and that an 

identity crisis occurs when that fails. In Erikson’s psychosocial theory, society creates its 

members by training a person on how to solve required developmental tasks. The social 

environment has much to do with the historical, political, and cultural norms of any given 

individual’s experience; identity “cris[es] force people to make ‘radical selections’…influenced 

by the historical era a person lives” (Erikson, 1980, p. 25).  

The combination of an era’s dominant political discourse, ancestral cultural affiliations, 

and the effect of parental influence all contribute to an individual’s superego (internalized 

authority that controls ego) and therefore affect identity formation (Erikson, 1968). Although 

Erikson never mentioned the impact of adoption on identity formation in this book and may 

never have written the term genealogical bewilderment, his theory might suggest that 

genealogical bewilderment could be a contributor to identity crisis due to how potentially 

disruptive late knowledge of parentage might affect an established personal identity. 

Foreshadowing what would eventually come with Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social identity 

theory, the Developmental model assumed what psychoanalysis did not; that people “derive a 

vitalizing sense of reality from awareness” (Erikson, 1968, p. 49) of their particular manner of 

synthesizing the multiple variants of group identity to form individualized identity. 

Psychoanalysis is an essential element of general psychology, providing basic theory and 

constructs that paved the way for modern integrative psychotherapy. Erikson deviated from 

Freud’s entrenched view of understanding the human mind and motivations stating that 
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psychoanalysis was not “able to grasp the issue of identity because it ha[d] not developed terms 

to conceptualize” a person’s environment (Erikson, 1968, p. 24). Erikson was right to move 

away from Freud’s drive theory feeling it lacked comprehension regarding identity formation, 

but his developmental model was not comprehensive enough to address the resolution of identity 

crises. Overall, Erikson’s two identity-specific books focus on the important elements of 

sociocultural influence and defining identity per se, yet because of his belief that identity solves 

itself in adolescence, it requires exploration beyond the Developmental theory. 

Marcia’s Identity Statuses  

The second of the seminal sources on the topic of identity development concerns 

Marcia’s (1966) concept of identity statuses which was written in the peer-reviewed paper 

Development and Validation of Ego Identity Status. Marcia (1966) acknowledged two major 

components of identity development: exploration and commitment. Built upon Erikson’s (1964, 

1968) psychosocial stage theory, Marcia’s “main objective was to operationalize [Erikson’s 

identity stage] in order to validate them empirically, by targeting the dimensions of exploration 

and commitment to identify psychological or behavioral markers of underlying identity 

structure” (Schwartz et al., 2011, p. 3). In so doing, Marcia categorized the concept of identity 

crisis into four distinct stages using Erikson’s framework of identity as a psychosocial task. The 

qualitative study conducted by Marcia 9`966) used a sample that was comprised of 86 college-

aged men using a semi-structured interview and sentence completion formation, followed by an 

interview used to determine specific participant identity status. Two variables were used to 

ascertain identity status: crisis (specifically related to Erikson’s adolescent stage) and 

commitment (personal investment displayed). An issue for the researcher concerned 

contamination of the participants due to the small nature of the college, and therefore a key issue 



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

25 

for the researcher to not conduct interviews themself meant using ten confederate experimenters 

to administer everything in one 12-hour period. 

Variables in the qualitative study by Marcia (1966) were measured using performance 

outcomes from the Concepts Attainment Task (CAT) scale, the Self-Esteem Change and 

Authoritarianism Questionnaire (SEQ-F), and two stress conditions defined as evaluation 

apprehension and oversolicitousness. The procedure involved subjects completing the scale and 

questionnaire in one room, where upon completion, the raters made remarks that subjects should 

do their best since the tests measured intelligence which was a false claim intended to stimulate a 

stress response among the respondents. Subjects were then transferred to another room where the 

SEQ-F was administered a second time. Finally, subjects were informed of the false information 

via postcard the following day. 

The results indicated the interview approach was more successful in determining ego 

identity because the sentence completion form was linear in quality, and identity is not a linear 

function (Marcia, 1966). Of particular interest to Marcia was the relationship the study identified 

validated between performance on cognitive tasks and commitment to occupation or ideology –

Marcia’s study thus created the four-status model detailed below. 

The first category of identity achievement states a person has already experienced a crisis 

of identity and has resolved it by committing to identity dimensions, particularly occupation and 

ideology (Marcia, 1966). The person in identity achievement would not be overcome by 

unexpected changes in the dimensions of identity, such as life events. A key point to this stage is 

that commitments are possible after periods of exploration, whereas the later stage of identity 

foreclosure is described as commitments taking place without much preceding exploration taking 

place (Schwartz et al., 2011) 
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The second category of identity diffusion is marked by a person who has made no specific 

commitments, suggesting the person may not have experienced a crisis yet (Marcia, 1966). The 

person in identity diffusion may appear to be uninterested in ideology, transferring to a lack of 

routine in daily life because there is no affiliation with an identity dimension to guide them. The 

third category of identity moratorium shows people actively in the crisis stage and, therefore, 

unable to make any commitments (Marcia, 1966). A person in moratorium is trying to synthesize 

commitments to parents’ ideologies, demands of the greater society, and their desires. Finally, 

the identity foreclosure category states a person has not experienced an identity crisis and can 

express commitments to dimensions and ideologies (Marcia, 1966). The person in foreclosure is 

becoming what others want of them and may have a rigid personality style favoring authority 

from others. 

Identity status conceptualization demonstrates the well-defined progression of an identity 

crisis and can guide clinicians and clients through easily identifiable stages of identity 

development when crises occur. It can be argued that the experience of genealogical 

bewilderment among individuals who learned their true genetic parentage later in life due to 

DNA testing might find themselves in the identity moratorium status since the mere presence of 

such bewilderment could trigger MPE individuals to doubt many dimensions of their identity, 

often describing the experience akin to being cast adrift without mooring (Right to Know, n.d.). 

When MPE individuals decide to enter clinical treatment to reframe their identity or 

explore the changes in their identity with important relatives on their own, this can be argued as a 

move into identity diffusion. Again, all of this is currently conjecture until data is collected and 

analyzed in a sample of participants with MPE located in the United States. 
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Tajfel’s Social Identity Theory 

Tajfel (1982) is considered one of the pioneers in social identity theory (Hitlin, 2003) and 

proposed identity occurs within membership into categories or groups. The necessary sense of 

belonging in the social world is derived from the various groups we place importance on 

belonging in, including sports, social class, service clubs, educational intuitions, etc., and from 

which we will endeavor to enhance our self-image (McLeod, 2019). It is the answer to the query, 

“we are…” and involves in-group bias or the tendency to favor the in-group over the out-group. 

Central to Tajfel’s work is the tendency within the normal human cognitive process to put things 

into groups or categories, allowing for exaggeration of the differences among groups as well as 

finding the similarities within the same group (McLeod, 2019) as a basis for identification with 

in-groups and out-groups.  

Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) landmark peer-reviewed paper Social Psychology of 

Intergroup Relations explored the discrimination that occurs with even small perceptions of 

belonging to a group defined “as a collection of individuals who perceive themselves to be 

members of the same social category, share emotional involvement & achieve some degree of 

social consensus about the evaluation of the group” (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, p. 59). More a 

compendium literature review than a study itself, Tajfel brings together the findings of myriads 

of studies focusing first on individual processes in group behavior and ultimately finishing with 

group conflict or tension, surmising the ultimate effect on identity formation.  

One cited study by Rothbart et al. (1978, as cited in Tajfel & Turner, 1979) was viewed 

as the foundation for the use of stereotypes in the cognitive process, particularly as it pertains to 

unusual information, “unexpected in its context,” leading to “availability heuristics” (Tajfel, 

1982, p. 4). Significant generalizing effects were drawn from individuals into groups when the 
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cognitive process recognized unique or unexpected information regarding the search for 

belonging. Rothbart et al.’s work focused on the accumulation of information people take in to 

constitute impressions of the social context that ultimately contribute to identity, much of which 

is derived from selective memory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The important outcome of this 

research is the understanding of how these appraisals form stereotypes that lead to in-group and 

out-group belonging. 

Ehrlich (1973, as cited in Tajfel & Turner, 1979) is another referenced work, postulating 

“the aim of a social psychological theory of intergroup behavior should be to relate cognitive 

processes to interpersonal behavior” (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, p. 6). This points to the meaning 

individuals give to experiences and, therefore, how that meaning contributes to identity 

formation within a social context. Stereotyping occurs in this cognitive framework and explains 

the preference given in-group behaviors. Tajfel appropriately critiques the study on stereotyping 

preference via unexpected information as not being the only manner that in-group preferences 

are created because individual behavior can be associated with the larger group as a stereotype. 

Cross-cultural studies using surveys on the effect of ethnocentrism used 30 ethnic groups 

within East and West Africa, Northern Canada, and some Pacific Islands found attachment to the 

in-group in every unit studied, but not based on attitudes against the out-group (LeVine & 

Campbell, 1972). The researchers noted the circumstances were flexible when the in-group 

applied favoritism, thus changing the assumption first postulated by Sumner (1906) of 

ethnocentric universality, that all cultures express in-group favoritism (LeVine & Campbell, 

1972). This outcome was supported by several other studies (Jaspars & Warnaen, 1982; 

Klineberg & Zavalloni, 1969) exploring ethnocentrism which found ethnic groups do not always 

evaluate out-groups more negatively but do generally have a more positive view of the in-group 
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than others have of them (Jaspars & Warnaen, 1982). This outcome is relevant to the MPE 

phenomenon because we can infer that known families act as in-groups and cast judgment on the 

MPE who is no longer affiliated with that in-group genetically, not because they are just part of 

the out-group now. When researching interpersonal behaviors in groups, Tajfel found a 

“decrease in variability in the characteristics and behavior of the members of the outgroup as 

they are perceived by members of the ingroup” (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, p. 13). Thus, members of 

the out-group become “undifferentiated items in a unified social category” (Tajfel, 1982, p. 13), 

suggesting another kind of universality in how families of MPE see them now that they are no 

longer genetically related. 

Multigroup membership was also referenced in Tajfel’s paper using anthropological field 

studies of tribal societies where some members “crossed” membership with another tribe based 

on different criteria of membership (LeVine & Campbell, 1972). Such crossing of groups is seen 

in contemporary culture through bicultural or biracial marriages. A study by Commins and 

Lockwood (1978) was cited using the backdrop of the Catholic/Protestant division in Northern 

Ireland and found insignificant statistical significance in the decrease of discrimination when 

members crossed groups. This again supports the experience of MPE individuals’ inability to 

find membership in previously known families and often newly discovered genetic families. 

Tajfel’s review of a large body of work on social identity included perspectives on the 

cognitive process and the social categorization necessary to understand intergroup behavior. An 

important conclusion of the paper demonstrated that people endeavor to achieve a positive social 

identity, and to do so, individuals must internalize membership into groups as a basic aspect of 

identity (Tajfel, 1982). The very presence of in-groups and out-groups has been manifested 

throughout humankind’s history, where one group’s identity is relative to, and sometimes 
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defined in contrast to, another group’s (Erikson, 1968). Yet, none of these foundational theories 

consider the cumulative effect of genealogical bewilderment, failing to justify an individual’s 

identity crisis when family affiliation is removed. Riley (2012) notes the impact of intentionally 

separating “biological and social worlds” (p. 14) triggers genealogical bewilderment and is 

aggravated by the lack of acknowledgment by family and important relationships. As each 

foundational theory attended to different categories of identity, it is now useful to explore the 

relevant research about the three main categories: family or kinship identity, social identity, and 

personal identity. 

Family Identity and Kinship 

Considering the importance placed on social identity, it is easy to then extrapolate the 

importance of belonging to a family group. Also referred to as kinship (Voorhees et al., 2020), 

affiliation with family groups is seen as a necessary part of survival in evolutionary psychology, 

where a person’s origins represent emotional and physical safety (Sorosky et al., 2008). 

Evolutionary psychology postulates biological kinship determines belonging and is, therefore, a 

defining factor in affording protection within the larger tribe, surviving evolutionary adaptations 

of natural selection (Downes, 2018). No longer knowing which family, clan, or tribe one belongs 

to might be the basis for genealogical bewilderment and might create the opportunity for 

emotional and social dysfunction (Sants, 1964).  

Conflict is often thought of as a behavior expressed in anger but is more accurately 

defined as a process of confrontation among “…individuals or groups over scarce resources, 

controversial means, [and] incompatible goals…” (White et al., 2019, p. 178). In the 

Misattributed Parentage Experience scenario, the scarce resources might be thought of as control 

over the narrative protecting family secrets and, therefore, individual reputations and safety in 
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the group, becoming group norms. The norms of social groups such as families define how 

cooperation is used to organize how members interact and competition to organize the use of 

scarce resources. White et al. (2019) suggest that families are an example of social groups who 

are “structurally disposed to conflict” (p. 183) “over autonomy versus togetherness” (p. 184).   

Identity development in a kinship model is viewed as a collection of discernible traits 

transmitted transgenerationally. These traits are considered vertical identities and include 

dimensions such as religion, language, ethnicity, and nationality (Solomon, 2014). Every 

generation is presumed to have inherited some traits from their parents, including cultural norms 

that express ethnic, national, and religious identities. Horizontal identities differ in that they may 

not be acceptable to families because of the high potential for peer influence or are seen as 

deviant, including homosexuality, disability, genius, and counter-culture norms (Solomon, 2014) 

(see Figure 7). 

Figure 7: Vertical & Horizontal Identities 
 

 

Voorhees et al. (2020) explored the negative result of the social identity of deviating from 

familial social norms. The results demonstrated that kinship groups enact punishment on those 

members who disobey family norms or digress too far from the vertical identity of the family 

because horizontal identities are often treated as flaws (Solomon, 2014). The violation might 
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occur for an MPE first when the discovery is made, second if it is made publicly, and third, if 

contact is made with the new genetic family (Right to Know, n.d.). Some MPEs have anecdotally 

reported family responses have included sanctions against them involving removal from legal 

wills, exclusion from family events and traditions, and in the most extreme form, cut-offs from 

family. It is presumed that the sudden ripping away of kinship identification in some instances 

when an MPE discovery occurs results in an immediate social comparison (Stets & Burke, 

2000), leading to a sense of out-group belonging, thus possibly triggering an identity crisis and 

high likelihood of nurturing horizontal identities obtained through peer groups and new 

affiliations with previously unknown cultures. The MPE’s family might experience horizontal 

identities as threatening because they may include different values, cultural traditions and norms, 

ethnic affiliations, and any different identity not originating from the family system. Conversely, 

the new genetic family may view the new MPE relatively suspiciously due to the desire to 

protect property rights and guard against perceived threats to inheritance (Herman, 2011). 

Social Identity 

Anthropological principles of social identity formation are a useful framework for 

understanding the possible impact of genealogical bewilderment on identity formation and crisis. 

Current social identity theory formation states that “individuals are enculturated from birth with 

the behavioral, institutional, and normative instantiations of these systems. Through this 

enculturation, “cultural idea systems exert a formative influence on individual worldviews” 

(Voorhees et al., 2020, p. 9). Family, particularly parents (Nevzlin, 2019), can be seen as the first 

system in which individuals experience group norms and can therefore create a crisis of 

belonging if one perceives they are no longer welcome or affiliated with that important group. 
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Indeed, threats to one’s social identity may provoke biological reactions indicating the extreme 

importance of that affiliation (Voorhees et al., 2020). 

The roles individuals adopt within the groups they belong to are part of a self-

categorization process inherent to social identity theory (Stets & Burke, 2000). The meanings 

attributed to a person’s identity are validated by others who respond to the individual in that 

group, allowing identity to form based on the reactions of others (Burke & Stets, 2009). The 

essence of identity is theorized as “the categorization of the self as an occupant of a role” (Stets 

& Burke, 2000, p. 225). The act of committing to identity groups requires “going through the 

valley of despair” (Eriksson et al., 2020, p. 1969) from previous explorations. This can be 

construed to mean the same as an identity crisis in popular culture and requires reconsidering 

previous identity commitments that are no longer applicable (Eriksson et al., 2020) to resolve 

successfully. 

Reflection on one’s family is an important element of identity (Sorosky et al., 2008) and 

is mirrored in the level of importance many cultures place on ancestor worship. Major life events 

may involve ancestors in the ceremonies and prayers, thus demonstrating the power affiliation 

with ancestral generations has in the form of ancestor worship. Widespread across human 

cultures, ancestor worship is seen most often in the Japanese, Chinese, Polynesian, and Hindu, as 

well as some African and American-Indian cultures (Sants, 1964). Forebearers are revered many 

generations back, often as quasi-deities or intermediaries between themselves and God (Sants, 

1964). This is a testament to the power of belief in genetic affiliation. 

Central to the argument over identity as part of belonging and affiliation is the question 

of who has the right to information (Carp & Wegar, 2002). When an individual spits into the 

DNA test tube, they are implicitly searching for information that tells them more about who they 



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

34 

are. However, in the era of reproductive technology like gamete donation resulting in “donor 

parents,” finding identity and kinship takes on a legal definition; this means that information 

comes with other people’s information who have not consented to the disclosure of their identity. 

Access to information about origins in support of identity formation then becomes a legal issue 

of who has rights, such as in adoption where the late discovered adult adoptee had no say in the 

original adoption arrangement (Carp & Wegar, 2002). Sensational stories of male donors 

resulting in as many as 94 children are becoming more common in news headlines around the 

world and the research literature (Eunjung-cha, 2018; Jourdan, 2022) and muddying the waters 

of identity with legal matters. Traditionally the law has turned a blind eye to the encroaching 

effects of science on identity (Gavaghan, 2010), but that may be changing.  

As science gives us access to more intimate parts of ourselves via genetic composition, it 

is necessary to redefine identity biologically due to the control of property rights established 

through direct inheritance (Herman, 2011). The legal perspective is rapidly trying to keep up 

with scientific advancements and now assumes that identity begins at the joining of egg and 

sperm (Gavaghan, 2010).  

Often family identity is vertically influenced by religion and culture, and perhaps no 

better example exists than in Judaism. One of the few models of both religion and culture, Jewish 

identity is proven through matrilineal lines (Gavaghan, 2010). Perhaps one of the ultimate 

examples of in-group identification, Orthodox Jews have very strict rules about what constitutes 

Jewish identity, and it is almost entirely genetic. As such, there was no halakhic (Jewish law) 

configuration for adoption until modern times due to an increasing need to provide for orphans, 

and those households who took in orphans were viewed as guardians (Yarden, 2012), requiring 

the adoptee to seek their identity from another source. Often MPEs anecdotally report feeling 
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identity confusion when learning of newly found Jewish ancestry or grief when Jewish ancestry 

is disproven genetically (Right to Know, n.d.). 

Personal Identity 

Personal identity formation endeavors to answer the evolving question “who am I” 

(Nevzlin, 2019), ultimately forming part of the declaration “I am” and is shown to incorporate 

values as a link connecting the self to the larger society and is further associated with the notion 

of authenticity (Hitlin, 2003). Values are defined as mental relationships represented as 

“concepts or beliefs pertaining to desirable end states or behaviors that transcend specific 

situations” (Hitlin, 2003, p. 119), and, therefore, may be the thread connecting general identity 

theory to both personal and social identity. Similarly, perceptions are considered essential to the 

identification process because they “tell us about our environment “(Burke & Stets, 2009, p. 64) 

and are “the meanings in the situation that are relevant to identity” (p. 65). Additionally, personal 

identity is then ranked as the most important in the constellation of roles, social identity, and 

personal identity because personal identity is seen as influencing the meaning of the roles that 

control social identity (Burke & Stets, 2009). 

The private inner sense of self we now understand as personal identity arose from 

changes in Western society during the early modern period of the sixteenth to eighteenth 

centuries when religious influence over the family system began to change (Baumeister, 1986) to 

what we understand as the modern family system. Hitlin (2003) argues that personal identity is 

constructed through a commitment to value and role, or group identities, and therefore is a 

reciprocal influencer with social identity. Burke and Stets (2009) state a different approach. 

Schwartz et al.’s (2011) work Process of Personal Identity Formation and Evaluation 

built upon the work of Erikson (1968) and Marcia (1966) on the topic of identity formation. The 
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necessity of viewing identity as a process of revision throughout the lifespan is stressed as an 

ongoing process of later developmental stages in adulthood that combines multiple “levels of 

analysis through ego, personal and social dimensions” (Schwartz et al., 2011, p.3) 

Identity exploration in terms of personal identity is defined by Grotevant (1987, as cited 

in Schwartz et al., 2011) as an effort at problem-solving aimed at making decisions about oneself 

and one’s environment. The exploration of identity from this perspective involves five 

interconnected factors that lead over time to making identity commitments: (1) the initial 

expectations or beliefs that influence exploration; (2) people engage in hypothesis-testing 

behaviors; (3) the level of emotional investment in pre-existing commitments; (4) how 

competing substitutions are judged as appealing, and (5) provisional evaluations of the progress 

made to judge whether further commitment exploration is necessary (Schwartz et al., 2011). This 

results in the theory that identity exploration culminates in the assimilation and accommodation 

of personal identity commitments. 

Another element influencing personal identity formation is Kerpelman et al.’s (1997, as 

cited in Schwartz et al., 2011) identity control theory, which postulates that a person’s daily 

interactions between their standards and functioning and relational processes heavily influence 

identity development. This perspective asserts that personal feedback from trusted others is 

heavily weighted in identity formation, leading to the validation of the earlier assertion that 

personal identity functions in conjunction with social identity. Even the unique aspects of the self 

are therefore committed to in reflection on the influence of social identity factors. When applied 

to the MPE phenomenon, it is plausible that rejection from existing and/or biological family 

functions is possibly a rejection of aspects of the social identity that might trigger a crisis of 

identity commitments. This is reflected by Hitlin’s (2003) comment that “identity develops in 
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part as an outgrowth of one's (mostly) stable personal identity” (p. 119). The donor-conceived 

subjects of the film Our Father (Jourdan, 2022) reported profound changes to their sense of 

stable identity when learning they were the biological offspring of the fertility doctor and not 

their presumed father, resulting in significant mental health outcomes. 

Summary  

Using the theoretical framework in Figure 2, significant theoretical contributions from 

Erikson (1968), Marcia (1966), and Tajfel (1982) demonstrate the effect an MPE discovery can 

have on identity formation and crisis. Several components to forming identity were identified 

involving fundamental developmental theory, vertical identity such as the family of 

origin/ancestry, kinship, and culture, which informs social identity, which thereby ultimately 

informs personal identity. Distinct identity statuses provide a cohesive understanding of how the 

personal identity is formed and reformed when crises require recommitments. Even all the daily 

decisions in our lives “are based on how connected we are to who we are” Nevzlin (2019). 

Identity is understood as a lifelong process affected by life events and commitments to groups 

where social identity is derived, each explaining the significant impact genealogical 

bewilderment has on identity. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Research Method 

Phenomenological research is naturally suited to a qualitative design because of the focus 

on investigating the participant’s lived experience, revealing the personal meaning of the event 

(Rutberg & Bouikidis, 2018). Since the MPE phenomenon is new to the mental health field, 

clinicians have not had the benefit of understanding the meaning MPE individuals attribute to the 

experience nor the possible subsequent outcome on mental health. The present study endeavored 

to map the emotional and cognitive meaning attributed to the genealogical bewilderment of a 

misattributed parentage experience to understand how identity was affected and possibly rebuilt. 

The study aimed for 21 overall MPE participants divided equally across the subcategories of 

Late Discovery Adoptees, Donor-Conceived Persons, and Non-Paternal Events and used a 

combination of an initial screening survey and a written summary to conduct the research. The 

phenomenological design was chosen based on the limited research on identity formation for 

MPE thus far to identify the meaning the participants have given any identity challenges. A 

critical hermeneutic (interpretive) approach was chosen for this study based on the ability to 

substantiate an interpreter’s background as it pertained to the interpretation itself (Given, 2008), 

addressing the potential for bias as the researcher is an MPE with a professional presence in the 

MPE community. Additionally, a thematic analysis was chosen as the method to describe the 

data through selected codes for themes (Kiger & Varpio, 2020).  

Participant Recruitment 

Eligibility in the study required the sample to be drawn from the MPE population itself 

(Rutberg & Bouikidis, 2018), be English literate, and be 18 years of age or older, with MPE 

discovery taking place between 2012 and 2022. Since the rates of MPE vary so broadly in the 
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literature, it is, therefore, too difficult to estimate how many participants could be recruited 

through the general public. However, private MPE social media groups cumulatively boast 

upwards of 8,000 members. A post calling for MPE participants (see Appendix B) was posted in 

five private Facebook groups the MPE population uses to communicate. In an attempt to address 

potential bias, the researcher asked the group moderators to post the call for participants on 

behalf of the researcher. 

Non-experimental sampling consistent with qualitative research was used in the form of 

self-selection and snowball sampling. The sample was not random but is considered self-selected 

since participants electing to volunteer may have more lenient attitudes toward sharing this 

information than the MPE population as a whole. Snowball sampling occurred when current 

participants recruited people within the same population (Crash Course, 2018) and were 

expected as a natural byproduct of social media post shares and the nature of the MPE population 

to organically share information amongst themselves. Ideally, the participants would have been 

evenly represented across the three LDS, DCP, and NPE subgroups at seven each, totaling 21 

overall participants. Due to the possibility that even distribution may not happen within the first 

21 participants, and participants can drop out at any time, the study planned to accept up to 35 

participants in hopes of obtaining an even distribution. The researcher planned to cut off the 

participation number should participation have reached even distribution before totaling 35. 

Thirty-five participants were chosen as the cap to reflect what could reasonably be accomplished 

by a single researcher regarding open-ended narrative answers. 

Online Open-Ended Questionnaire 

Participants who responded to the social media posts were directed to a Survey Monkey 

link where they were introduced to a cover and informed consent letter (Appendix C) explaining 
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the purpose and items necessary to meet ethical requirements in research (Fisher, 2020) and 

motivate participants to respond (Namoco, 2020a). Specifically, the length of time to complete 

participation was expected to take 10 minutes for the survey and up to 80 minutes for the written 

narrative to be conducted on the participant’s own time, totaling 90 minutes. The cover letter 

also included methods of confidentiality involving the conversion of participants’ email 

identities to numerical assignments and encryption of data using Apple’s AES-256, the same that 

banks use for transactions. A key was generated via encryption and stored on the device, referred 

to as end-to-end encryption. All data were stored on an external hard drive kept locked in a safe. 

The cover letter (Appendix C) informed participants they have the right to remove 

themselves from the study at any time, that their email identity was converted to anonymous 

numerical identities, and that their name was never asked for. Participants were informed how to 

seek connection with professional therapeutic counseling through the non-profit organization 

Right to Know’s Warm Line should they become psychologically triggered at any point in their 

participation. This service connects MPE with qualified mental health professionals. 

The beginning of the MPE Survey (Appendix D) contained four questions screening for 

the required four characteristics of study participation: (1) MPE discovery between 2012 and 

2022, (2) English-speaking literacy, (3) age 18 and older, and (4) willingness to participate in a 

written narrative process to follow the screening survey.  

Written Narrative 

Qualitative designs often utilize multiple forms of data collection facilitated by the 

holistic and flexible nature of the phenomenological process (Rutberg & Bouikidis, 2018). Face-

to-face interviews are the most common form of a qualitative interview (Opdenakker, 2006), but 

potential bias from the researcher’s personal experience was addressed when the researcher 
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employed a written narrative for the participant to respond based on a series of semi-structured 

open-ended questions (Appendix E). Instead of a face-to-face interview, a written narrative also 

reduced the potential limitation of interviewer effects, such as unintended communication 

through interviewer responses or body language that might guide the participant unwittingly 

(Opdenakker, 2006). A written narrative was used appropriately in a study by Riley (2012) in the 

same context of the researcher being part of the same population as the sample. The use of online 

technology allowed participants to answer open-ended questions with anonymity which 

permitted significantly more convenience regarding time and financial resources along with the 

reduction of constraints typical to research using synchronous (in real time and space) interviews 

(Opdenakker, 2006). 

 The MPE Written Narrative was a 15-question instrument made up of two 

sections. The first section collected two questions of basic demographic data comprised of 

gender and current age, followed by nine baseline MPE information questions: date of MPE 

discovery, which LDA, NPE, or DCP subgroup they belong to, how they learned of their MPE 

status, possession of genetic background information, contact with biological family, ethnic, 

cultural identification before and after MPE discovery, and quality of contact with existing 

family and genetic family.  

Anecdotal responses through social media groups suggested MPE fare better in adjusting 

to the discovery when certain circumstances are met (NPE Friends Fellowship, n.d.) and inform 

the reason to ask questions six through eleven. Genetic background information referred to 

names of relatives, ancestral background including cultural affiliations, and medical information. 

Contact with a biological family referred to any method of contact (mail, email, telephone, 

zoom/FaceTime, social media, or in-person meetings) with newly discovered biological family. 
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Ethnic cultural identification referred to the vertical identity of ethnic culture a participant 

subscribed to originally through the family of origin, also known as the existing family or social 

family. Quality of contact referred to the nature of the current relationship with the existing 

family the MPE was raised with and the new biological family. Perceived level of identity 

achievement referred to the individual perception of identity as on a continuum between being 

stable or in crisis. 

The second section of the narrative asked questions specific to the identity component of 

the MPE experience to determine how identity was experienced within the MPE discovery. 

There were four questions designed in an open-ended, semi-structured format using vernacular 

language appropriate to this style of data collection (Namoco, 2020b) and was consistent with 

the phenomenological research goal of uncovering the meaning participants assign to their lived 

experience (Rutberg & Bouikidis, 2018): 1. How would you describe your sense of identity prior 

to the discovery?; 2. How would you describe your overall sense of identity as of today?; 3. Has 

your sense of identity changed over time? Can you describe how it has changed?; 4. Have 

relationships within your known family changed as a result of the MPE discovery? Please 

describe how it has changed. All questions were preceded with the instruction to answer in the 

context of their MPE discovery, from the period beginning with the initial discovery through the 

present day.  

Coding and Interpretation 

The researcher coded the data across the main categories that emerged from the 

narratives and mapped the salient and repetitive themes among the stories. Utilizing the 

hermeneutic approach, the researcher applied an interpretation of the participant themes against 

Marcia’s (1966) four status categories (identity diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium, and 
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achievement) and categories of personal identity and social identity explored in the literature 

review.  

Errors in coding usually appear after the data has been processed related to how the data 

is interpreted (Survey errors and how to address them, 2021). In addition to the attempts to 

reduce the bias stated above, bracketing was used to reduce the influence of the researcher’s 

perceptions and biases for the participant’s true meaning and descriptions to be pure (Astroth, 

2018). To help with coding and reduce errors, the researcher used NVIVO, a qualitative software 

program designed to manage and organize information, including the literature review and the 

study data, as well as the analysis filters built into the Survey Monkey platform designed to 

facilitate accurate data analysis. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine identity 

formation among people discovering Misattributed Parentage Experiences (MPE) from 2012 to 

2022. Lack of ancestral knowledge is thought to have a strong effect on identity formation 

(Sorosky et al., 2008) as it reflects the lack of social identity derived from the in-group of a 

family (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and thereby would affect the well-being of those lacking that 

information, possibly resulting in genealogical bewilderment.  

The sample described below places the participants in context according to demographics 

and MPE background, organized in subheadings by survey type. The open-ended written 

narrative findings have been structured to reflect the emergent themes using an interpretive, 

critical hermeneutic approach along with themed analysis to identify repeated patterns (Kiger & 

Varpio, 2020). Using hermeneutics, responses were classified into emerging themes and 

categorized through tags in the Survey Monkey filter options (see Appendix H) based on the 

similarity of meaning. Each theme was organized under a heading with paragraphs on the 

findings of that theme, extracts from the data, and finally, a short closing section.  

The Sample 

The Misattributed Parentage Experience study was posted live on five Facebook social 

media sites for twelve days. A total of 174 respondents engaged in the survey, with 51 not 

completing the process past question five, leaving 123 final respondents in the sample. The final 

sample represented a six-fold increase (585%) in expected respondents. The instrument was 

planned with 80 minutes to complete the survey to allow time for respondents to write 

thoughtfully detailed narratives to the open-ended questions. The Survey Monkey data reported 



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

45 

that respondents completed the survey in its entirety in under 10 minutes, with simple, 

straightforward answers for most questions except the final five questions answered with a more 

detailed narrative. The longest responses were short paragraphs, and the shortest responses were 

single words. The researcher decided to use all 123 respondents based on the shorter responses, 

which allowed reasonable coding time for the researcher. 

Questions 1-8: Screening Survey & Demographics 

All 123 respondents had Misattributed Parentage Experience discoveries between 2012 

and 2022, could all write in English, were older than 18 years of age, and were willing to 

participate in a written narrative about their Misattributed Parentage Experience. Gender 

distribution was heavily skewed female at 93% while only 7% of respondents were male, and 

none of the respondents identified as gender non-conforming.  

Over 40% of respondents were between 50-59 years of age, followed by 36% of 

respondents at 40-49 years of age, with very few respondents in the extreme ends of the age 

ranges of 18-29 years (0.03% of respondents) and only one respondent 80 years or higher. The 

respondent's month and year of discovery revealed few discoveries before 2015. Concentration 

occurred between the years 2017 through 2022, with large spikes in the months of March and 

September overall (see Figure 8).  
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Figure 8: Month and Year of MPE Discovery 
  

 

Misattributed Parentage Experience subgroups of Late Discovery Adoptees, Donor-

Conceived Persons, and Non-Paternal Events reflected none of the even distribution hoped for in 

the design of the study since the vast majority of responses came from the Non-Paternal Events 

subgroup. It was decided, therefore, to eliminate the comparison of the three subgroups in favor 

of examining the responses as a whole for the Misattributed Parentage Experience.  

Questions 9-15: MPE Background 

Ninety percent of respondents answered overwhelmingly they learned of their MPE 

discovery through commercial DNA tests (n=111), exemplified in responses by participant #56 

“Ancestry DNA Test.” Of the respondents, 86% (n=107) were in possession of genetic 

background information which consisted of medical information, ancestral information, and/or 

names of relatives. Far fewer respondents (n=16), stated they did not have that information.  

Roughly equivalent percentages were reflected in those respondents that have contact 

with their biological family. The largest number of respondents (n=99) answered they are 

currently in contact with newly discovered biological family, while 24 respondents stated they 
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had no contact with a biological family discovered through MPE. Reasons for having no contact 

included receiving no answer to attempted contact, flat-out rejection when contact was made, or 

never trying to make contact. 

Cultural ethnicity before the MPE discovery showed largely European identification. 

European cultural identification was differentiated using the same classifications as commercial 

DNA tests: Northern, Central, Southern, and Broadly European (for those who didn’t identify 

specific nationalities). Respondents used a single-word European identifier a combined 177 

times, often stating multiple European nationalities. Eight respondents claimed Native-American 

ancestry, while fewer than five respondents each claimed either African-American, Latino, 

French Canadian, Ashkenazi Jewish, or Russian cultural identities. No respondents claimed 

Asian cultural identity (see Figure 9 in orange). 

 Figure 9: Cultural Ethnicity Pre and Post-MPE Discovery 
  

 
 

Noticeable changes were observed in responses to cultural identification after the MPE 

discovery was made, again using single-word answers. European ancestry remained the largest 

identified group but also increased to a combined 196 mentions in respondents’ answers. The 

most visible change in the differentiation of European identification occurred with 16 fewer 

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160

Northern European

Southern European

Native American

Latino

Ashkenazi

Asian

Cultural Identities - Pre and Post Discovery

Pre Post



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

48 

mentions in the Central European region, as that converted to Northern European nationalities 

post-discovery. Other notable changes included a 3 percentage point increase in African-

American identifiers, a 10 percentage point increase in Ashkenazi Jewish identifiers, and total 

elimination in Native-American identifiers. Asian cultural identification remained at zero (see 

Figure 9). 

Quality of contact with existing family was condensed into four codes of ‘positive’, 

‘negative’, ‘cut off’, and ‘no change’ based on the tone of the respondents’ open-ended answers 

(see Figure 10). Words with similar meanings like ‘good’, ‘great’, ‘excellent’, ‘close’, and 

‘supportive’ were combined into the ‘positive’ code and totaled 36 responses. This was 

exemplified by participant #37’s answer, “positive growth”, Words with similar negative 

connotations, such as ‘poor’, ‘strained’, and ‘minimal’ were combined into the ‘negative’ code 

and comprised 46 respondents. Eighteen respondents stated they had no more contact or were 

‘cut off’ from existing family, such as participant #52:  

My sister has been fantastic. That relationship is the same. Things 

with my mom could not have gone more poorly, and she hasn't spoken to 

me since October. We used to be extremely close and used to speak at least 

several times a week, sometimes several times a day. Now she is angry with 

me. Because contact is poor with her, things with my dad are strained. I 

have never been super close with my brother, so that has remained about the 

same. He tries not to get involved.  

Finally, 23 respondents stated ‘no change’ occurred in their current relationship with the 

existing or known family. Respondents described being cut off from family mostly as a negative 
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quality of contact, therefore, the combined negative experiences would increase the overall 

negative category to 78.72% of the sample. 

Figure 10: Quality of Contact with Existing Family 

 
 
The same approach for classifying respondents’ tone was applied to describing the 

quality of contact with a newly discovered biological family (see Figure 10). A ‘positive’ code 

was used to reflect words like ‘good’, ‘ok’, or ‘improving’ in 55 respondents’ open-ended 

answers. A ‘negative’ code was used to describe words such as ‘strained’, ‘poor’, ‘bad’, and 

‘sporadic’ reflected in 17 respondents’ answers. A noticeable number of respondents described 

the quality of their contact with a newly discovered biological family using ‘mixed’ terminology 

(with both positive and negative descriptors), or the word ‘mixed’ itself, which warranted its own 

category for 18 respondents. The ‘rejected’ code holds words such as ‘rejected’ or ‘nonexistent’ 

reflected in 28 respondents’ open-ended answers such as participant #101 who answered, “Poor 

[quality of contact]. Only cousins will talk to me. No aunts, uncles, or my five new half-

siblings.” Finally, five respondents had not made contact with their biological family either 

based on fear of rejection or stated no desire to change their current family dynamic.  
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Questions 16-19: Open-Ended Written Narrative 

Questions 16-19 comprised the final segment of the open-ended online survey and were 

expected to be the lengthiest in respondents’ open-ended answers exploring identity and family 

themes. Respondents often described multiple, frequently contrasting issues, feelings, and 

outcomes within the individual answers, resulting in multiple tagged categories per response. 

Two overarching themes emerged from the four open-ended narrative questions: identity crisis 

and changes to the family system. 

Question 16: How would you describe your overall sense of identity prior to the 

discovery? As defined by Eriksson et al. (2020), personal identity is a pervasive sense of 

sameness across time, evolving persistently during the life span, and is an important part of 

individual psychological development obtained in conjunction with social group affiliations. 

Personal identity is informed by the sense of belonging to in or out-groups that form social 

identity; the first in-group is family, in both nuclear and ancestral forms (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

Two superordinate themes emerged from the participant responses: (1) the stable feeling 

they knew themselves, and (2) an unexplainable feeling they were different all their lives. Three 

subordinate themes were identified: (1) the environment was chaotic, to begin with, (2) always 

searching for a sense of belonging/identity, and (3) they felt connected or wanted within the 

family. Each subtheme will be presented in the context of the superordinate themes.  

The first superordinate theme, I knew myself, was also the largest theme with 51% of 

respondents stating they had no prior experience of an identity crisis as participant #74 stated, 

“I'd say pretty secure in that I identified heavily with my BCF's big Polish family, church and 

community.” Respondent #2 felt similarly, “I was pretty sure of myself I’ve always been fairly 

outgoing and confident. I was living a pretty happy life with my husband and son.” Respondent 
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#39 was one of 26% of respondents that described feeling connected/wanted in their family, “I 

identified with the family in which I was raised – no clue I was not fully part of that family. I had 

a great childhood and a loving home. Respondent #5 described a similar experience of 

connection and belonging: 

Prior to the discovery, I was pretty confident in who I was. I did the testing 

because I was interested in learning more about where my family came 

from and how they got to the US. I was also interested in creating a family 

tree to share with my own children. Growing up we did not have close 

connections with extended family and I was hopeful my children would 

have more – more connections and more answers. 

Respondent #6 also described a sense of belonging as part of their identity formation, “I felt 

pretty comfortable with myself, confident and proud of where we came from,” and respondent #9 

agreed regarding experiencing positive identity before the discovery, “Always proud to say I was 

part of my dad’s family. Good reputation. Strong lineage.” The same was described by 

respondent #31 who wrote their identity was experienced as, “Acceptance. I’d done a lot of 

personal development work to get to where I was.” 

Cultural pride was used as a descriptor for connection in some responses as it was for 

respondent #14: 

I was very proud to be Irish. My first name was specifically chosen because 

it was an Irish name. We took a family trip to Ireland and I thought I was 

going back to my ‘homeland.’ I had a family tree of 20K people and 

thought I had all the information I needed to figure out who I was connected 

to. 
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The same was true for respondent #25 who specifically included race as part of their positive 

identity formation, “I thought I knew who I was, had my stuff together. I’m black and I’m 

proud!” Respondent #18 described a similar experience, “I was very strongly tied to my father’s 

side of the family and their history. They were ‘my blood’. I could have sworn I felt them in all 

my bones.” This group had no indication anything was different about themselves as it was for 

respondent #8’s pre-discovery identity, “Good. My parents are deceased and I felt at peace where 

I was in my life.” 

Conversely, in the second superordinate theme, a sizeable 39% of respondents described 

they always felt different. The subordinate theme of always searching for their identity, adds an 

additional 28% of responses as it was for participant #69, “I suppose my sense of identity was 

fairly stable, but I did always feel different than the family that raised me in many ways.” 

Respondent #16 said, “I realized I never fit in with these people,” and respondent #10 described 

the struggle as an outsider:  

I felt like an outcast in my own family. I knew something was off. I felt 

unloved, I was overly self-conscious. I felt like I had this rich heritage that I 

didn’t live up to for whatever reason. My failures were seen as a reflection 

of my family. I had no real identity and didn’t know myself at all.  

Respondent #26 said their identity always felt, “Somehow disconnected from my 

family that I was raised in,” and respondent #27 succinctly stated, “Always felt I 

didn’t belong.” Respondent #11 also exemplified the experience of searching for 

identity and belonging, “My identity always felt lacking, confused. I was confident in 

many aspects of who I was but always felt like I didn’t belong in this world.” The 

family environment felt chaotic in 7% of responses resulting in the sense they didn’t 
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belong, as it was for respondent #12, “I always felt like somet[hing] wasn’t right. I 

wasn’t treated fairly and didn’t fit in.” The same experience was described by 

respondent #16, “I always felt that something was ‘off’ even as a young child. I 

always had a sense of being less than my younger brother.”   

A small group of 0.03% of respondents described unconfirmed knowledge of their MPE 

status as it was for respondent #33 who, “Always had a suspicion I wasn’t biologically my 

BCFs.” Respondent #34 described a similar understanding, “Felt like a stranger in the family that 

raised me, particularly in terms of my birth certificate father. Always internally questioned my 

genetic relatedness to him.” Respondent #35 echoed similar sentiments, “I questioned my 

parentage when I was younger. As I got older, I was upset with myself for doubting my 

parentage. I always felt ‘different’ than my siblings I was raised with.” Respondent #36 had a 

similar response as well: 

Prior to my discovery I always suspected that my dad may not be my dad. 

It was always a question. I looked a lot like my mom and acted a lot like 

my dad. So, I always said my outside was my mom and my inside was my 

dad. I was raised with many German traditions and most identified with 

that culture. My paternal grandfather was born and raised in Germany. My 

Maiden name is Liebzeit (English translation is Love Time). I also had 

skills and abilities that didn't seem to match anyone in my family. I was 

teased by my sisters for being "daddy's little princess" because I was close 

to him and they weren't. I was in the gifted program at school, got straight 

A's, was handy, helpful, and did no wrong. I was a pleaser and rule 

follower. I still am.  
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The combination of a mixed experience of identity stability and otherness was 

described by respondent #15 who described their identity before discovery as, 

“Comfortable, if a bit of a sense of being ‘other’.” Respondent #20 describes identity 

before the discovery differently, “Not something I thought about from a cultural or 

ancestral perspective. My identity focused more on being a motherless daughter and 

general family dysfunction.” Respondent #23 found it difficult to articulate their 

experience: 

I feel like it’s difficult to classify this now because it’s like asking how your 

breathing is, if your breathing is good then you don’t think about it. Only 

once you are sick and are asked about your breathing do you think about it. 

Culture and race were also used as descriptors of feeling respondents didn’t belong as 

for respondent #111:  

In my heart of hearts I was always a little disappointed that I wasn’t English 

as I felt that I was even from a very young age…I never quite felt like I 

100% ‘fit in’ with my family of origin, but I was able to explain it away by 

regurgitating the lies I’d been fed by way of explanation.  

Participant #22 explained ambiguity regarding racial identity before the discovery, “I 

had a strong sense of identity but struggled with my racial identity. I never fit in with 

the Hispanic side.” 

Question 17: How would you describe your overall sense of identity as of today? One 

superordinate theme emerged when asked about possible identity changes at the time of the 

survey: an identity crisis. Four subordinate themes emerged as a result of the identity crisis: (1) 

still in crisis, (2) a stronger identity now, (3) understand myself better now, and (4) no change. 
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Each subtheme will be presented as individual descriptors within the context of the overarching 

identity crisis. 

An overwhelming majority of participants described experiencing an identity crisis, 

which comprised 93% of responses and is the first of two overarching themes in this study’s 

findings. Participant #3 described it succinctly, “I am having a major identity crisis,” and had 

described their identity prior to the discovery as “ok.” Participant #48 said simply, “very 

confused”, and participant #25 explained confusion regarding race, “WTF, how am I half 

white...I'm black and have been my whole life. DNA is a MFer cause it sent my whole world into 

a tailspin.” Participant #9 had always felt proud to say they were part of [their] dad’s side of the 

family and described post-discovery as, “Don’t know who I am. Feel like I don’t belong 

anywhere.”  

The first subordinate description of the identity crisis was described by 54% of the 

sample as still in crisis reflected by participant #61:  

There are very many times I feel like a fake. It is hard to describe. And I go 

back and forth on wanting to reach out to the new family. I feel often I don't 

know who I am. I definitely looked in the mirror a lot after finding out. To 

see similarities and differences. Now I don't look in the mirror at all.  

Respondent #82 responded to the discovery, “I don’t even know how to answer this question 

because [identity] has been so fundamentally rocked in the past 11.5 months since I learned the 

truth. I am still getting to know the person I truly am.” Participant #6 said, “It took a while, and 

I’m still working on it but I am slowly putting myself back together.” Respondent #80 stated, “it 

has taken me four years to feel comfortable in my own skin again.” 
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Cultural descriptors were again used to relate to identity crises. Despite feeling at peace 

with their life before the discovery, respondent #8 said they felt “lost, so much is unknown I feel 

disconnected and sad to lose my Irish side.” Participant #18 had sworn they could feel their 

father’s side in their bones and post-discovery said, “it made me question those things that I once 

thought were ‘facts’.” Respondent #30 describes the rare occasion where there are multiple MPE 

discoveries for one person and the resulting identity crisis: 

Honestly lost and broken. Everything that I had ever known was a lie. And 

the pain of the first NPE seemed even more painful. The first experience I 

was told my sister’s dad was not my father and to not bother looking for the 

family as they wanted nothing to do with me. To finding information at 12 

while snooping that led me to finding the family at 18 and they embrace me 

with open arms To building a 26 year relationship with them And now only 

to find out they’re not my family. My discovery has not lead to answers on 

who my biological father is or his family and mother is sticking to her story. 

So I feel as if half of me is missing. I don’t know who I am. 

Participant #14 was proud to be Irish before taking the test and did not adjust easily to the change 

post-discovery: 

I am struggling coming to terms with my new ethnic identity. I don't have 

anyone I can ask about it because I have limited contact with my BF. My 

biological family (several generations back) was also previously Byzantine 

Catholic. I had never been to a Byzantine Divine Liturgy prior to my 

discovery, so that was exciting to finally attend one. I still feel somewhat 

like a fraud. It is hard for me to believe that I fit in anywhere 100%.  
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Respondent #64 looked black but was never told of their true racial heritage: 

I am still very much in limbo. I am trying desperately to figure out where I 

fit into the world of a biracial woman. I still live where I grew up, in a state 

that is only 3-4% black. I get frustrated that I missed out on knowing family 

and a culture for 45 years (how old I was when I found out) of my life. I 

struggle with relating to other black people because I have not lived the 

experiences many have. I feel like an outsider trying to join a club. And the 

funny thing is, even though I've lived my whole life in the culture I 

currently live in, I've found that I don't feel completely at home here either. 

I feel like a fraud.  

The strong identification participant #62 had with the Daughters of the American 

Revolution was immediately removed after their discovery, “I feel like I lost the best 

part of who I was before – the part of me that had a sense of pride in her surname and 

in the family connected to it and all that it meant. I feel like I can no longer lay claim 

to that.”  

Participant #31 described still being in crisis, feeling, “Overwhelmed with 

emotion a lot of the time. Still figuring a lot of things out. Like someone’s taken out 

the bottom blocks in a Jenga tower…or shaken the snow globe of my life.” Participant 

#63 felt they knew where they belonged before the discovery and had a similar 

response regarding not being related by blood, “I feel distant and like I lost so much of 

myself. I feel like I am not part of anything and I’m an outsider looking in. I feel 

jealous that I’m not blood related anymore to that side of the family.” 
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The second subordinate category, having a stronger identity now, was reflected in 44% of 

the sample and was described as relief in some narratives. Participant #16 described validation 

over not being related to their birth certificate father (BCF), “It’s a work in progress... I am 

trying to integrate the new with the old. I feel a sense of relief that I’m not DNA related to BCF.” 

Respondent #84 echoed complex, related sentiments: 

I’m hurting in ways I never thought possible. And at the same time I’m 

grateful to finally know who I am and that it was all about my identity being 

a lie, kept secret from me by multiple relatives. I often say I’m glad to know 

that what was wrong, had nothing to do with me. I just wish I’d known 

when I was younger, maybe I could have been successful at something 

instead of not caring for myself. I’m glad to know who I am, but also 

painful to find out my real identity. My bio father was no good. 

Respondent #33 states they were “Relieved to know I was right but still sad.” Respondent #34 

stated “I am whole for perhaps the first time. At least partially heritable attributes such as 

personality, temperament, mannerisms, speech patterns, athleticism, etc. align well with a 

biological father and none with my birth certificate father.” Respondent #36 always suspected 

their dad was not their dad, not knowing who they were inside; post-discovery was described 

positively: 

Today, after four years of being NPE, meeting bio family, therapy, 

educating myself, and surrounding myself with others, I am on solid 

ground. There are moments that arise sometimes where I still shake my 

head but I am, for the most part, settled. My goal is to help others, 

especially during those early days of discovery. I have embraced the 
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qualities and attributes that now fit like pieces of a puzzle - my short legs, 

my ability to build and fix things, my intelligence, my sense of humor, etc. 

Having no full siblings, but adopted and halves, my mom, BCF, and birth 

father.... makes me one unique individual. I feel lucky to have the life I have 

and remind myself often that I wouldn't be here if it weren't for my mom 

and BF having the affair. And if I wasn't here, my husband wouldn't be 

married to me and we wouldn't have the kids and life we have today. So, I 

am a firm believer that all things work out the way they are supposed to 

(even if we don't think it's the "best").  

Respondent #10 described feeling like an outcast in their family before the discovery but post-

discovery stated, “Today I can be myself. I’m happier. It’s like being set free. I’m learning more 

every day about my true self. There are no limits on what I can be.” Respondent #11 described 

always feeling their identity was lacking and post-discovery stated:  

While it was completely wrecked in the process, today I have a much more 

complete picture of the different elements that make up who I am. Many 

times in my life I felt I got to a good place of self-acceptance, but this time 

there is a really unique and special added element -- the truth. What was 

hidden and is now known. And all the searching that went along with that.  

Always sensing “something was off” participant #27 had “always felt [they] didn’t 

belong” and post-discovery described identity as “Whole, complete. Hopeful for the 

future and connecting…with my half-siblings.” Participant #64 described, “I am more 

comfortable in my skin now that I understand why I was so different from my sisters 

and why my dad never liked me and why my mom treated me the way she did.”  
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The third subordinate theme, understand myself better now, is described in 21% of the 

sample such as for participant #12, “I struggle with who I am but feel very validated in my 

feelings I had during my upbringing that I didn’t belong.” Knowing genetic information was 

specifically described in many narratives as the reason respondents felt they knew themselves 

better leading to a stronger identity. Respondent #71 stated, “Knowing my true heritage and 

ethnicity is helpful.” Participant #5 responded:  

I was a mess for at least a year after my discovery. I still look in the mirror 

mainly at my eyes and wonder who I am. I almost feel like I’ve been 

reborn. I changed [my] middle name to what would have been my maiden 

name and having answers and new medical information has meant so much. 

I saw my eyes in my bio dad the first time we met. I have the same health 

condition as one of my sisters. The answers have meant so much and I 

finally feel (3 years post discovery...) more like me. It’s hard to describe in 

words but I like the word Hiraeth. I had this longing for something I didn’t 

know I needed and now I’ve found it. I had NO clue my paternity was 

different than represented prior to this discovery.  

Respondent #114 described similar sentiments: 

I feel the most comfortable and have the best sense of myself now more 

than ever. Understanding my genetic family filled in all of those question 

marks about me. While my DNA surprise was the most difficult thing I’ve 

had to deal with, and I’ve had a lot, I’m so glad I found out the truth 

because now I know what makes me tick.  
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Respondent #117 explained, “I feel more whole. I enjoy the similarities I have with my new 

found siblings,” and respondent #118 specifically addressed newly confirmed culture, “My DNA 

revealed that I was ½ cajun. I have always loved that culture and, now that I know I am ½ cajun, 

I have started to explore more of that ethnicity. I love it.” Respondent #83 described their 

identity post-discovery as, “Bigger…I now have incorporated [my] new paternal family’s culture 

into my own.” 

Finally, the last subordinate theme of no change was described in 4.8% of the sample, as 

experienced by participant #81 who is “Still the same person, but aspects of my life (especially 

childhood) now make sense.” Participant #121 thought they were Norwegian and Mexican 

before and is currently “Happy with who I am.” Respondent #66 states, “Nothing’s changed, 

other than my disappointment in my mother who’s still alive at age 90.” 

Question 18: Has your sense of identity changed over time? Can you describe how 

it’s changed? When asked how respondents’ overall identity had changed over time one 

superordinate theme emerged: knowing genetic information helped respondents adjust to the 

identity crisis. Four subordinate themes emerged: (1) identity had changed positively, (2) 

lingering identity crisis, (3) genetic information did not help, and (4) no change to identity (see 

Figure 11). Each subtheme will be presented individually.  
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Figure 11: How Overall Identity Has Changed Over Time 

 

Identity resolution was helped the most by having genetic information exemplified by 

participant #71, “Knowing my true heritage and ethnicity is helpful.” Participant #83 stated, “I 

now feel like I ‘fit’. I looked nothing like my paternal family, and my affinity for so many things 

no one ever related to now has been uncovered through knowing my paternal history.” 

Participant #63 stated, “My appearance makes more sense, my taste in food, music everything.” 

A similar statement was reflected by participant #72: 

A year went by between me discovering my MPE status and finding my 

parents sperm donor. During that year I lost my sense of identity l didn't 

know who I was anymore but when I found the donor and he gave me 

information about my heritage I accepted it quickly even though it made me 

feel differently about myself.  

The presence of genetic information was helpful and so the lack of genetic information as 

described in 15.45% of the sample made it too hard to resolve the identity crisis without 

biological family information. This is reflected in participant #86 statement, “Questioning 
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identity related to unknown genetic framework to base it on.” Respondent #90 stated, “It has 

changed. I feel like half of me is missing.” Genetic information includes medical history as well 

as connection to the new biological family as described by participant #99, “I feel okay with who 

I am, however it is difficult when you do not have the opportunity to form bonds with biological 

family. I still, to some degree, feel completely lost.” Respondent #58 shared similar feelings: 

When I hadn’t identified my bio dad I felt lost and set adrift. As I 

discovered information about my paternity I felt as if I had to reconstruct 

my identity. Today, I feel pretty secure about who I am but there’s an 

unending sense of loss: of my old identity, the family I’ll never be a part of, 

and a life I’ll never fully live.  

Participant #89 described being dismissed or not believed: 

Well, I am forced to accept the fact that I was a lie! I have a longing to meet 

my biological fathers children! He’s deceased but I have 2 half brothers that 

will not even acknowledge the fact that it’s even possible we could share 

the same father. I question my relationship with my mother and my BCF! 

Both deceased! So many questions…  

Respondent #56 stated, “From complete loss of identity to finding my way. Went from thinking I 

was one of 7 children - all full siblings in an intact family - to finding out I have 0 full siblings.” 

The first subordinate theme described how identity changed positively in 42.28% of the 

sample as stated by participant #88, “I went from black sheep of the family...the scapegoat, the 

one in the family everyone rolled their eyes at, because I was so different. I felt like a failure. I 

no longer do.” Respondent #59 alluded to a positive mindset, “[It] changes over time by being 
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open to my new identity.” Respondent #94 succinctly stated overall identity went, “From 

uncertain to extremely confident.” Respondent #123 said:  

Today my overall sense of identity is strong and getting stronger. My 

instincts had been right all along…I am not confused anymore about who I 

am and nobody can touch me on that. I feel like I’m free since I’ve learned 

my true identity.  

Participant #73 said, “Day One of discovery I felt an immense sense of relief that this made ‘So 

Much Sense’!” Respondent #96 said, “I feel whole although it has come at a price.”  

The second subordinate theme, lingering identity crisis, was described in 35% of 

narratives. Two themes emerged from this subgroup explaining why an identity crisis persisted. 

First, respondents described being unable to articulate how identity changed over time because it 

still felt too fresh since discoveries were made recently related to the survey, as it was for 

participant #77, “It hasn't been very long, I still feel like I just found out, so I don't know,” or 

participant #54, “Still working on this.” Participant #1 said, “Because my discovery was only 7 

months ago I am still processing everything. I feel like a stranger in my own skin.” Second, some 

pointed to the effect of incomplete genetic information, as for participant #79: 

In the beginning it was hard to even look in a mirror. I had no idea who I 

was looking at. I don’t look like my mom and there were features that I had 

always attributed to my BCF that I no longer knew where they came from. 

It was like looking at a stranger. In November 2021, I was able to have a 

degree of certainty as to who my BF was, and was able to see photos of 

him, but I’ll never get to know him & that’s left a giant gaping hole in me.  
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The third subordinate theme described that identity had not been helped over time in 13% 

of narratives. Respondent #92 described, “I now see an unattractive, undesirable woman staring 

back at me every day. This has destroyed every piece of my being,” but did not elaborate on why 

the identity rupture had not healed. Respondent #61 described a stuck feeling over time: 

Yes, there are very many times I feel like a fake. It is hard to describe. And 

I go back and forth on wanting to reach out to the new family. I feel often I 

don't know who I am. I definitely looked in the mirror a lot after finding 

out. To see similarities and differences. Now I don't look in the mirror at all.  

Respondent #63 stated it worsened over time:  

At first I was okay and kept telling myself nothing is different, but as the 

time went by, I felt more distant and the realization that I wasn't part of 

them [known family] anymore started to get to me. I started to have an 

overall feeling of disconnect to everything.  

Participant #62 described a strong sense of place in their family and pride in their surname for 

questions 16 and 17, but over time: 

I feel like I lost the best part of who I was. I feel like am no longer a true 

part of that family because I don’t have that blood. I sometimes feel a little 

jealous or envious of cousins who do have that bloodline and don’t have the 

pride that I had in it. It also makes me a little angry and a lot hurt. So far, I 

have kept it a secret from all but the siblings who I was raised with. I 

haven’t told anyone on my mother’s side or my daddy’s side. I don’t think 

my daddy knew and I feel guilty for all that he did for my daughter and me. 
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I guess, I know that I’m technically the same person, but I just don’t feel 

that way anymore. I really don’t feel like I fit completely in either family.  

Respondent #74 explained a complex mix of feelings and responses including feelings toward 

known family and efforts to address the trauma therapeutically: 

Yes, the first year after my discovery I was very angry with my parents, 

spent so much time thinking about triggering memories from my childhood 

that came up, processing them and realizing the importance of remembering 

each thought. I cried non stop, researched and found my new family, 

connected but was so extremely disappointed in my parents choice to keep 

secrets. Second year spent building a relationship with bioDad and new 

siblings and trying to stay away from bioMom and sister....realizing I feel 

better when I am not around them. Third year Therapy support and EMDR 

is helping me with anger and anxiety.  

Finally, the fourth subordinate theme of no change was experienced in 8% of the sample 

as described by participant #16 who simply stated, “No.” Identity is comprised of both social and 

personal identity components and the effect of an MPE discovery was described by the 

participants to have a significant impact on identity status concerning both components. The 

meaning of the open-ended narrative responses about identity as it relates to the research 

question of what role an MPE discovery plays in identity status will be further considered in the 

Discussion chapter. 

Question 19: Have relationships within your known family changed as a result of 

the Misattributed Parentage Experience discovery? Please describe how it has changed. 

The second overarching theme of the open-ended narrative responses revealed the MPE 
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discovery had a strong negative effect on the relationships and dynamics within both their 

nuclear and extended known families. The superordinate theme revealed the discovery added 

significant tension to the family unit described in 49% of the sample. Ten subordinate themes 

emerged from this question: (1) family dynamics were forever changed, (2) no change was 

experienced in the known family relationships, (3) the participant was cut off from family, (4) the 

participant was blamed for the problems, (5) the known family is perpetually angry with the 

participant, (6) at least some known family is supportive, (7) relationships with known family 

were bad prior to the discovery, (8) identity crisis lingers, (9) participants felt closer to their 

known family, and (10) participants feel freer now. Each subtheme will be presented individually. 

That significant added tension was described as either covert and not addressed or overt 

and resulted in deteriorated relationships, such as for participant #52:  

First, just the way I conceive of myself has changed. Part of my identity 

was "oldest child"--well, I no longer am, and when I envision something as 

basic as my family, the structure of it is changed. When I first got my 

results, I would describe it as an identity-shifting experience. After about a 

week, I felt more secure -- I knew who I was and who my family was, so we 

would be okay. But then my mom reacted extremely poorly, and it was very 

damaging to my identity. I lost my sense of security in my family. I felt cast 

out and excluded. I felt like if my mom loved me enough, and my kids 

enough, she would try to put our family back together, but she hasn't, so I 

struggled with feelings of worthlessness. Things have improved since then 

as I have had to rebuild my identity to be less connected to the family I was 

raised with and more standing on its own independence.  
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Also evidenced by respondent #90, “Absolutely have changes. Everyone is upset and doesn’t 

want to speak of it.”  

The largest subordinate theme was the experience that known family dynamics had been 

forever changed in 33.33% of the sample. Respondent #16 stated, “I’ve always been very close 

to my Mom however since my discovery and my Mom being forced to tell me about my BF, 

there is a distance there now.” Participant #63 stated:  

I feel like I am looked at and treated like an outsider. Like everyone is 

afraid to talk to me about it. I also feel like I have to hide my interactions 

with my birth father and his family from the family I grew up with. Like I 

can't share happy things. It all has to be a secret.  

Participant #93 described: 

I am still working things out with my mother. In some ways it makes us 

closer and in others further apart. I have empathy for her but also anger for 

not knowing the truth for all this time. My father that raised me doesn’t 

know yet so it has damaged more for withholding the information. It is a 

complicated situation. I have got closer with some cousins that I have told 

the truth to and they have been supportive as well as my wife has been my 

rock. 

Respondent #52 described, “…[the] relationship is pretty much in shambles. Things with my dad 

are very strained, because neither of us can repair the situation between my mom and myself, and 

that always feels like it comes between us.” Respondent #53 described a complex multi-MPE 

situation, “There is tension between my sister who I grew up with and me. She seems to be 
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jealous of my relationship with my new siblings. I think she feels left out. She is also DC but is 

not connected with her genetic family.” Respondent #108 explained: 

My mother and I became more distant than even before the discovery. She 

would talk about it at first and then shut it down. As I took care of her in her 

final months, there was just a lot of silence and a lot of resentment. My half-

sister that is no longer my sister has become a little more distant. I don't feel 

as connected to her and my niece as when we were related. I guess I could 

say that about all of my BCF family. Nothing really changed with my 

mother's family except they were mad at her.  

Participant #123 shared a similar experience:  

I do not have any contact with my existing family. Upon my NPE discovery 

I reached out to family members with wording support from a therapist, but 

the news, no matter how carefully I said it, was taken with offense and they 

won't talk with me. I'm erased. The cruelty of it still surprises me.  

Participant #80 detailed the effect of the discovery on an already tenuous parent-child 

relationship: 

My NPE discovery was pretty much the kiss of death to what was already a 

tenuous relationship with my mother. It took me 10 months after my 

discovery to even discuss it with my mother. She knew I was going to take 

a DNA test as my BCF and his siblings were having multiple genetically 

related issues and she said nothing. She pretended like there was nothing 

out of the ordinary after I got my results back and they said I was half 

Jewish. When I asked her to take a DNA test to see if some of the Jew came 
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from her she said nothing (but still took the test). Once I confronted her 

about her lie by omission I uncovered lots of other lies. Also, I discovered I 

was not over some other issues with her that I thought I HAD recovered 

from. The level of dishonesty and betrayal I experienced with her has 

fundamentally changed my relationship with her and I keep her at a distance 

as a means of self-preservation. My BCF actually died of dementia shortly 

after I discovered he wasn't my BF. However I maintain a close relationship 

with a lot of my BCF cousins. Only one of them knows and she has sworn 

she won't tell anyone else and its my business and up to me. However I 

struggled mightily with feelings of guilt from withholding my NPE status 

from them. It is still an issue but not as bad as it was. Again, after 4 years I 

am just now in a space where I'm comfortable with the idea of revealing my 

status to some of them.  

The second subordinate theme described no change had occurred in 28.46% of the 

sample. Participant #55 said, “Nothing has changed. The love is still there on my mom's side.” 

Participant #33 said, “No changes.” 

The third subordinate theme described respondents were cut off from known family 

24.39% of the time. In one narrative, the BCF asked for a divorce from participant #47's mother: 

I no longer speak to my mother. The way she handled my discovery was so 

hurtful and it was best to go no contact for now to protect my mental health. 

My BCF now knows, and is divorcing her due to this discovery. He and I 

are still close and doing the best we can to support each other through this. 
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My known sister and her husband have sadly chosen to take this out on me 

and place blame on me for discovering my truth. We no longer speak either.  

Respondent #102 explained, “My mother no longer talks to me, my birth certificate father has 

shut off all contact with me”. Respondent #88 stated: 

Since I have refused to play my role in the family dysfunctional anymore, 

my mother and sister no longer speak to me. I have drawn a lin[e], will not 

live in lies anymore, require communication. They don't want to do that, 

and I lost them as a result, but I also know that I'm probably better off, even 

though it is sad.  

Participant #92 stated, “My mother refused to take responsibility for her actions and refused to 

help me identify my genetic father. I [no] longer speak to her, my stepfather or my 2 brothers.” 

Other family members including extended maternal relatives or siblings often joined in cutting 

off the MPE as it was for respondent #121, “My sisters stopped talking to me since I told them.” 

Participant #81 described this scenario with extended family, “My mother died years ago. Post 

NPE discovery, I asked my favorite maternal aunt for information. She criticized me for 

exposing mom's secret.” Participant #89 described learning many others knew all along, “I think 

some people wish that I would just tuck my nasty little secret away!! No!!! I wonder who else 

knew? My mom’s brother reported that he knew along! How can people that you love and 

cherish, think it’s okay to not tell you??” 

The fourth theme revealed the MPE respondents experienced being blamed for unwanted 

changes or having destroyed the family in 19.5% of the sample as evidenced by respondent #60: 

Growing up I was rejected a lot, I was always the scapegoat. My parents… 

while growing they emotionally and physically abused me. Yet as they feel 
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entitled to point out I was fed and had a roof over my head and they love me 

and someday I’ll understand family secrets are meant to be kept. Mom had 

a fit and how dare I open this can of worms. I know it wasn’t me that did 

this, this is her affair and shame, and bcf willingness to participate in the 

lies. I’m blamed for taking a DNA test and asking them to help me 

understand, why am I not showing up as related to who I was told was my 

dad. My family has cut me off and blamed me yet again. They’ve done this 

before for 20+ years, it only hurts more.  

Respondent #48 described being blamed for harming the family: 

The sister I grew up with turned out to be a half-sister, she is upset that I 

posted on facebook about my DNA results because our mother is in last 

stages of Alzheimer’s and my biological father is dead. She said they can’t 

defend themselves, I feel it is my story and my mom’s lies.  

The fifth subordinate theme described the family as perpetually angry in 16.2% of the responses. 

Respondent #17 explained, “They have absolutely changed. My sister and niece have taunted me 

on social media and via texts. Both sides of my family are gossiping about my trauma and my 

relationship with my parents has been strained. It really feels like a nightmare.” Respondent #37 

explained, “My mother doesn't talk about any of this, but the wedge between us is enormous. We 

don't even know what to say to each other anymore.  

The sixth subordinate theme described at least some family members supported the MPE 

after the discovery in 10.57% of the responses. The known family had been supportive after the 

discovery in the form of emotional support, maintaining loving contact with the respondent, and 

sometimes facilitating contact with the new biological family. Participant #39 described it this 
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way, “They have been very supportive of my finding, embraced my new reality, and were there 

for me if I needed to talk.” Participant #82 described a conditionally supportive family, “Yes, but 

we’re WASPy so we don’t really talk about it. My parents are supportive of me exploring and 

meeting whatever genetic relatives I want—anything as long as I don’t reveal their secret to 

anyone they know.” Participant #96 stated: 

I gained so many wonderful cousins and it has been an amazing experience. 

I have purposely made a point to stay in contact and develop what I 

consider "family" dynamic relationships. My birth certificate family 

relationships have distanced with some of that family, but most are intact. 

The seventh theme described the relationship was bad prior to the discovery in 10.57% of 

the sample such as participant #101, “Not very good but has always been that way.” Many 

narrative descriptions included the pain of being an outcast as well as shouldering the burden of 

decisions that didn’t involve them beyond the culmination of their birth as evidenced by 

participant #41: 

I always felt like I didn't belong with my Dad's family. There was always 

this feeling of disconnect. After my discovery, only 2 or 3 of my "relatives" 

continued to keep in touch with me. The vast majority of them don't want 

anything to do with me anymore - partially because they don't believe I'm 

not a biological relative and I'm turning my back from them and partially 

because they feel I was besmirching my Dad by even questioning the fact I 

was not biologically related based on the Ancestry.com report. It's very hard 

to describe the deep down feeling that something isn't quite right.  
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Participant #23 stated, “My siblings are all now 1/2 and have always treated me differently BUT 

now it’s intensified. I’m completely estranged.” Participant #22 explained, “I’ve tried moving 

forward but feel isolated from my parents who have detached from me.” 

The eighth theme described no identity resolution, or that identity crisis lingered in 

8.94% of the responses. Respondent #80 stated: 

My NPE event totally obliterated my sense of identity, both personally and 

racially. For the first couple of years when I looked in the mirror, I was just 

reminded of my mother's affair, and I really didn't know who I was looking 

at anymore. For the first year there were a few times when I thought I was 

literally losing my mind. I never realized how strongly I identified with 

being a H******n until I discovered that core part of my identity wasn't 

true, and never existed to begin with.  

The ninth subordinate theme described the respondents felt closer to their known family in 6.5% 

of the responses. Respondent #38 stated, “I think my brother and I are closer now.” Respondent 

#31 explained: 

My relationship with my Mother is deeper. I’ve been honest with her about how 

I’ve been feeling and never sugar coated it. But at the same time I’ve listened to 

her view points and been empathetic. We’ve not fallen out at all, she’s been 

brilliant. But it’s not been easy to navigate.  

 

Finally, in the tenth subordinate theme respondents described feeling freer now in 4% of 

responses. A freer feeling within the known families included more acceptance and improved 

relationships as evidenced by participant #98 explained: 
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On good days, I feel like I’ve made peace with my discovery. I found out 

my paternal grandparents knew all along that I wasn’t biologically related, 

but they always treated me like their own. I realized I don’t have to have my 

grandma’s Dutch ancestry to love tulips and cherish the Delft ceramics she 

left me. I’m also enjoying getting to know my new family members and 

learning about my Italian ancestry on my birth father’s side.  

Changes within the family system were often experienced as negative when MPE 

discoveries took place, although a small segment of the sample experienced positive known 

family outcomes. The changes to the MPE’s social identity via family relationships were 

described as significant and long-lasting and have an effect on the research question: what role 

do MPE discoveries have on identity status? The meaning of these results and the impact on the 

research question will be discussed in the following Discussion chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Although much research and literature on identity exists, a research-practice gap has 

emerged regarding MPE discoveries and their impact on identity. This research gap is 

problematic because genealogical bewilderment has been applied solely in the literature 

regarding the adoption of children (Sants, 1964), leaving out the potential long-term effects on 

the adults affected by MPE discoveries. The research-practice gap is also problematic due to a 

lack of appropriate clinical application to the MPE experience impacting mental health clinicians' 

ability to deliver evidence-based practice (American Psychological Association, n.d.-c). From 

MPE self-report, grief, trauma, identity crisis, and family conflict have been identified as the far-

reaching psychological effects of an MPE discovery (NPE Friends Fellowship, n.d.). Clinicians 

without appropriate training and skill in these areas would be potentially prevented from 

applying evidence-based practice (American Psychological Association, n.d.-c) to appropriately 

treat the MPE issue.  

Erikson (1968) stated the developmental goal of the adolescent stage is to commit to 

identity dimensions that reflect the unique, whole-person one is becoming; that is in line with 

Marcia’s (1966) identity status model describing how those commitments occur or fall into 

crisis. This study aimed to learn what role MPE discoveries play in the Marcia (1966) identity 

status model understood in the context of developmental (Erikson, 1968) and social (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979) identity formation. 

Two superordinate themes emerged from this study and are well-informed by the 

supporting literature. First, identity crisis was the predominant experience for respondents as a 

result of no longer being biologically related to the assumed or known parent. Looking back to 

the definition Greg Stone (1962, as cited in Burke & Stets, 2009) posited that our identity is 
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recognized when others select the same words of identity for us that we appoint for ourselves it 

is now understood that if the MPE no longer recognizes themselves because of an identity crisis, 

neither will existing or new family members. By its very nature, an identity crisis undermines the 

meaning of the roles that individuals assign themselves and is then the basis for others to 

recognize. Without a connection to the past to tell us who we are, we lose our identity (Hay, 

2021). Riley (2012) found similar results in a study pertaining solely to late-discovery adoptees 

that were categorized as disrupted personal autonomy. 

Second, the effects of the discovery also created pervasive dysfunction within the known 

families, often resulting in the MPE being cut off from that branch of the family tree and, less 

frequently, a closer connection. Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social identity theory provides the 

context to understand the role family membership plays in an identity crisis; tension and cut-offs 

occur when the family has trouble recognizing the MPE as part of the in-group, therefore 

engaging in behaviors to outcast the MPE. Riley (2012) found similar results as well, 

categorizing this as injustice and self-worth. 

Interpretation of Findings 

Screening Survey and Demographic Data 

The first eight answers comprised the MPE screening survey and basic demographic data. 

The results suggest the majority of MPE individuals are female but do not consider gendered 

stereotypes in the responses; for instance, whether females were more inclined to respond to 

surveys or if the MPE social media groups are simply populated with more females rather than 

male members. Right to Know, a nonprofit organization dedicated to supporting Misattributed 

Parentage Experiences, polled 605 of its members in 2021 and showed the same result in gender 

responses, with 91% of the sample reporting as female. The comparison of gender demographics 



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

78 

in this study against the Right To Know study indicates more MPE individuals are female than 

male overall and may also indicate more females are using commercial DNA tests that lead to 

MPE discovery. 

The data derived from the date of discovery seems to fall in line with the seasonal and 

holiday sales of commercial DNA companies. The spike in March may represent the results 

participants received after obtaining the test kits as gifts for the winter holidays, and the spike in 

September may reflect the results received from Mother’s Day or graduations. The influence the 

testing companies have on the MPE population is undeniable, reflected in over 90% of this 

study’s MPE discoveries and replicated in Right To Know’s 2021 poll, with 98% of respondents 

learning of their MPE status through a commercial DNA test. The year 2021 had the most 

discoveries in the ten-year scope of this study, substantiated by the claims of authors such as 

Copeland (2021), projecting the compounding popularity of these tests. Secrecy was revealed to 

as a unique characteristic of the MPE phenomenon reflected in only 12 participants who learned 

of their MPE status through a relative. That relative was never a parent since the adoption 

community was not represented in this study. Participant responses indicated they learned about 

being an MPE from newly discovered biological relatives initiating contact with them or 

extended relatives in their known families who finally divulged the information triggering the 

impact of the secret in the family. 

Cultural identity pre- and post-discovery revealed ethnic and cultural changes that might 

accompany an MPE discovery. The prevalent cultural identities remained prevalent but with 

higher percentages post-discovery, most notable among Northern and Central European 

nationalities. One reason for this may be the Scottish diaspora after the Jacobite Uprising of 

1745, resulting in the Highland Clearances, where the Scottish Highland culture was 
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systematically driven from the United Kingdom, resulting in a significant influx of Scottish 

people to the Canadian and American colonial territories (Herman, 2011). Respondents reported 

greater surprise when learning minority cultural identities no longer belonged to them, as in the 

case of 6.5% of respondents whose Native American identification disappeared entirely after 

discovering their MPE status. The same was true for the additional 10.5% of respondents who 

discovered they were Ashkenazi Jews. Respondents consistently mentioned the discovery of 

unexpected and very different ethnic and cultural identities as a cause for undermining their 

sense of self and identity, including the sense of belonging, corroborated by the literature on 

genealogical bewilderment (Sants, 1964; Sorosky et al., 2008; Voorhees et al., 2020). The 

experience of suddenly not knowing which cultural group you were affiliated with or the names 

of the people you came from was described as the cause of the identity crisis as stated by 

respondent #4, “It’s hard to look at myself. And when I do I only see a stranger”. Respondent #1 

also described a similar experience: 

I’m in the middle of an identity crisis. I don’t know who I am anymore, I 

don’t recognize the face that looks back at me in the mirror. My name was 

both my grandmothers’ names…I don’t feel like my name belongs to me 

anymore. 

Although the open-ended online survey was designed for narrative responses regarding 

the possession of genetic background information, respondents uniformly answered in yes/no 

answers, with the overwhelming response in the affirmative. Genetic background information 

included a family member’s name, historical ancestry, cultural information and stories, and 

medical information. Respondents described no contact with their new biological family 

occurred either because they had no information with which to make contact or were unwilling 
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to risk rejection. The Right to Know study in 2021 learned that 9% of responses from biological 

families were complete rejections, with a separate 5% who shared the requested medical 

information and family history but refused further contact. Right to Know’s survey showed 58% 

of its members had received not only genetic background information but a positive reception as 

well. This MPE study’s results showed an even higher rate of biological families who offered 

genetic background information at 87%, and roughly that same percentage at 80% had some type 

of contact with new biological families. The contact ranged from a close relative such as a parent 

or half-sibling, or more often, an extended family member who was willing to connect compared 

to the 5% in Right to Know’s study that prevented further contact. The reason for the difference 

between this study’s responses and Right to Know’s 2021 study may lie in Right to Know’s 

larger sample size or potentially due to an increase in the education of the biological families 

over time. Since MPE discoveries have increased and more literature is available to all players in 

the MPE sphere, new biological family members may have received more education on the 

experience, thus changing the potential responses from rejection to curiosity. 

The final two questions in the demographics and MPE background portion of the open-

ended online survey reflected most participant’s feelings of being vilified in their known families 

while, in contrast, some enjoyed acceptance in the new biological families, suggesting a sort of 

swapping of social identity (Stets & Burke, 2000; Voorhees et al., 2020) and vertical identity 

groups (Solomon, 2014). Participants’ tone was derived from their perceived acceptance or 

rejection from both known and new biological families which carried through to their perceived 

sense of resolution and well-being. Those participants unable to gain genetic background 

information and unable to make contact described their process in the worst terms. In other 

words, those participants who did not have possession of basic biological family information 
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disclosed faring far worse than even those respondents that perceived a sense of cut-off or 

stagnation  

Conversely, responses that noted successful contact and relationship with any new 

biological family member reported feeling more resolved, even if the known family system had 

fallen into disrepair. This suggests that although a strong sense of loss is experienced when the 

known family rejects or censures the MPE individual, positive response and/or inclusion from 

the biological family resolve identity problems faster. To this researcher, 18% of responses that 

reported no change in relationship with known family were markedly higher than anticipated 

from anecdotal observations in clinical practice and participation in MPE social media groups. 

Open-Ended Written Narrative 

The open-ended narrative responses for the last portion of the online survey were directly 

compared with Marcia’s (1966) identity status model to determine if there was a connection 

between MPE discoveries and genealogical bewilderment leading to identity crisis. It was 

determined there was a connection. Participant responses were coded based on emerging themes 

and then coded against Marcia’s 4 status model: identity achievement, identity diffusion, identity 

foreclosure, and identity moratorium. 

Question 16: How would you describe your overall sense of identity prior to the 

discovery? The first superordinate theme, a stable feeling they knew themselves or experienced 

belonging, demonstrates no dysfunction in Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs asserting 

stability in the basic security tiers leading to stability in the growth tiers (Kaufman, 2021). 

According to Eriksson et al. (2020), this group achieved a stable identity through their specific 

integration patterns up to the point of the discovery. Participant #1 describes it thusly “I knew 

who I was and I never suspected for a second that I was not my dad's biological child. I knew I 
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was different, always the black sheep of the family, but never thought much of it.” This group, 

therefore experienced the shock of the discovery in very deep and disturbing ways because it was 

entirely unexpected.  

This equates to identity achievement since there was no crisis or exploration needed. 

Responses included descriptions of ‘belonging’, which was coded as feeling connected/wanted in 

their known families equating to identity foreclosure, meaning there is no experienced identity 

crisis, and they can therefore express commitments to dimensions and ideologies (Marcia, 1966).  

However, in the second superordinate theme, 39% of participants experienced always 

feeling different from their known family and consequently experienced the discovery as 

validating or relieving. This group of participants is different in that the strong sense of not 

belonging before the discovery allowed identity achievement to complete faster than the 

respondents who described a stable sense of identity commitment to the in-group before the 

discovery. 

Participants who described not aligning with their known family’s cultural ethnicity also 

described having felt different before the MPE discovery, equating to identity diffusion when no 

specific identity commitments are made, suggesting no crisis yet (Marcia, 1966). The responses 

also included descriptions of not fitting into the personality of the family and expressed preferred 

cultural narratives. The discovery confirmed previously desired cultures as the same cultures of 

the new biological families, supported by the literature on synchronicity (McLeod, 2018) and the 

psychic nature of genealogical bewilderment (Jones, 2008). This group described a stronger 

sense of relief after the discovery since it answered questions about themselves they didn’t know 

how to ask. The new biological family information acted as tacit in-group membership (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979) to facilitate identity formation. 
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The subordinate theme of always searching for identity suggested they had not fully 

developed their social identity (Stets & Burke, 2000; Voorhees et al., 2020) and had experienced 

dysfunction in Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs. This also equates to Marcia’s (1966) identity 

moratorium stage, being active in the crisis stage and, therefore, unable to make any 

commitments. Combining the two stable/positive responses (77.24%) coded as knowing 

themselves and feeling connected/wanted reveals a small 10% margin over the combination of 

negative responses of unstable/negative (67.48%) coded as always feeling different and always 

searching.  The sample in this MPE study suggests that the MPE population has a near equal 

divide pre-discovery where identity is experienced as either resolute or chronically in question, 

implying the impact of the discovery will be felt in these two overarching major characteristics.   

The small group of respondents who described their identity as chaotic reflects that 

identity was not a priority issue at that time as they were coping with traumatic or dysfunctional 

families. These responses also allude to the difficulty some participants had in getting back in 

touch with who they were before the discovery. 

Question 17: How would you describe your overall sense of identity today? The 

overall sense of identity at the point of taking this study’s open-ended online survey (post-MPE 

discovery) revealed a significant trend toward identity crisis resulting from the MPE discovery 

generating genealogical bewilderment. This result is supported by Right to Know’s (n.d.) 

description of an MPE discovery creating a seismic shift in identity that could result in emotional 

and social dysfunctions. Riley (2012) found the same outcome of confusion regarding belonging 

in the adoption community. The overwhelming majority of participants (93%) responded they 

experienced a significant identity crisis as a result of the discovery, as it was for participant #40, 

“I’ve lost all sense of who I was, am, or supposed to be,”  even though that same participant had 
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“acceptance of who I was” before the discovery. This is in line with Marcia’s (1966) definition 

of identity moratorium when the crisis is active, and identity commitments cannot be made. This 

is also supported by Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social identity theory since membership in the in-

group has been obliterated. The loss of enculturated norms and behaviors (Voorhees et al., 2020) 

through the MPE’s presumed family culture and ancestry led to genealogical bewilderment. This 

became further complicated for those who experienced a prolonged identity crisis persisting long 

after the discovery. 

The largest subordinate theme of still feeling in crisis was often perpetuated by a lack of 

genetic information in the form of medical information, ancestral names, and history, current 

names, or basic history of the newly discovered biological family, or deliberate contact with the 

new biological family appear to provide more healing opportunity for MPEs experiencing 

identity confusion or crisis. The less information an MPE has, the more they struggle to resolve 

the identity crisis and obtain identity achievement.  

Voorhees et al., (2020) defined kinship as the affiliation with family groups that are a 

necessary part of survival in evolutionary psychology where a person’s origins represent 

emotional and physical safety (Sorosky et al., 2008). The responses from MPE participants 

support the notion that kinship is necessary to feel safe within a family group which in turn 

creates the opportunity for positive identity formation.  

The second largest subordinate theme reported a stronger identity after resolving the 

identity crisis equate to being able to commit to identity groups; part of Marcia’s (1966) identity 

achievement status and suggested genealogical bewilderment was resolved. This relates to Farr’s 

(2017) findings that MPE often have no regrets about finding out the truth despite the emotional 

and familial difficulty of getting to their biological truth. This also suggests MPEs were validated 
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in their early feelings of not belonging and therefore identity resolution was more coherent after 

the discovery, This may have to do with the degree to which the MPE was corroborated in their 

absence of adherence to culturally defined behaviors in the known family, including prescribed 

roles (Burke & Stets, 2009).  

All responses that described understanding themselves better had also previously 

described themselves as ‘always searching’ for identity, ‘feeling different’ than their cohesive 

known family unit. This is aligned with Marcia’s (1966) identity foreclosure because the 

experienced identity crisis was gone allowing commitments to identity dimensions and groups in 

the social sphere to occur.  

These results also corroborate Jones's (2008) exploration of synchronistic, if not psychic, 

reasons people felt out of place in their known families while drawn to other social groups 

culturally aligned with their previously unknown origins. This could be an alternate way to 

describe the unexplained emotional knowing that accompanies so many MPE descriptions of 

sensing they didn’t belong but didn’t have the context to understand consciously. The sections 

for Q18 and Q19 will explore the outcome to the known family social group when the MPEs 

choose to explore a newly found culture. 

Identity diffusion is represented among the smallest subordinate theme that described 

there was no change to their sense of identity. MPE who experienced no change to identity were 

simply not activated to identity crisis by the discovery or changed cultural affiliation. 

Question 18: Has your sense of identity changed over time? Can you describe how it 

has changed? A comparison of overall identity changes over time showed a range of perceptions 

and experiences concentrated on identity crisis. 
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The superordinate theme coded as knowing genetic information helped with adjusting to 

the MPE discovery fits with Marcia’s (1966) identity achievement since those respondents fared 

better in the overall perception of identity resolution after the initial crisis. Responses 

demonstrated the availability of and access to genetic information reduced genealogical 

bewilderment and therefore increased the possibility of identity achievement. Social identity 

could be repaired when accurate and complete genetic information was obtained through actively 

interacting with their social environment to create a cohesive personal identity (Coulmas, 2019), 

as it was for respondent #69, “As I learn more about the truth and about my paternal family I am 

slowly piecing together my identity.”  

The most frequent subordinate theme was that identity changed positively as a result of 

the MPE discovery is aligned with Marcia’s (1966) identity foreclosure because those responses 

experienced less of an identity crisis due to a sense of relief. This theme is related to the second 

superordinate theme in question 16: an unexplainable feeling of being different all their lives. 

The relief of knowing all the unknown elements appears to allow identity foreclosure to take 

place. This has direct relevance to the definition of genealogical bewilderment: the state when 

uncertain knowledge of biological parents, or lack thereof, might lead to maladjustment, 

confusion, and uncertainty in identity (Leighton, 2012). The initial identity confusion occurs 

when the original, presumed parent is withdrawn, triggering genealogical bewilderment, and then 

is improved when accurate genealogical knowledge replaces it.  

The second subordinate theme of still feeling in crisis at the time of the open-ended 

online survey relates to the difficulty of addressing identity problems without the help of genetic 

information and is aligned with Marcia’s (1966) identity moratorium. These responses are 

related to the desire for acknowledgment in the kinship system. This may pertain to a need for 
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belonging that the MPE discovery undermines and will be explored in the following section on 

question 19. Lacking basic genetic information appeared to contribute to identity moratorium as 

suggested by the importance of identity as it lay “rooted in our unique history and experience 

[serving as] a guide for people who want to lead a meaningful life in [an]ever-changing world” 

(Nevzlin, 2019, p. 12). Healing the identity confusion and related trauma is complicated by little 

to no genetic information, resulting in genealogical bewilderment: “one who either has no 

knowledge of natural parents or only uncertain knowledge of them [resulting in a] state of 

confusion and uncertainty…[that] fundamentally undermines…security and thus affects…mental 

health” (Leighton, 2012, p. 64-65). 

The third subtheme identified identity had no been helped over time and represented a 

small group of respondents that felt stuck in self-hatred and confusion over their role in any 

family system. No clear answer was given by this group to explain being stuck. Extrapolations 

from the other open-ended narrative responses suggest identity was not helped over time because 

discoveries were still new and the participants had not yet accessed support, participants were 

unable to identify biological family, or participants were thwarted by known family creating 

increased tension in the known family dynamic. 

Finally, the fewest responses coded were for no change to identity over time 

equated to identity diffusion in Marcia’s (1966) four-status model. Evidenced by 

respondent #87 who said, “Not really,” or respondent #57, “No. I am who I am.” 

Question 19: Have relationships within your known family changed as a result of 

the Misattributed Parentage Experience discovery? Please describe how it has changed. A 

system is described as a set of interlocking subsystems that work together to contribute to the 

sustainability of the whole (Gurman et al., 2015). According to Bowenian family systems theory, 
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a core theoretical approach in clinical psychology, a family is a “multigenerational emotional 

system” (Gurman et al., 2015) where changes within the system can be experienced as a ripple 

effect. The joint goal of building a family and thereby creating a social group in the form of a 

nuclear family (on the micro level) serve as an extension of the larger extended family in their 

cultural context (on the macro level) and is thought to be endemic of conflict due to the 

fundamental opposition of autonomy versus togetherness (White et al., 2019). Conflict theory 

suggests groups use negotiation to manage resources and the rewards groups compete for (White 

et al., 2019). Individuals with MPE discoveries appear to be caught in their family’s competition 

for the resource of secrecy to maintain togetherness. The final open-ended survey question 

explored how the relationships within the MPE’s known family had changed over time. 

The vast majority of responses described overall negative outcomes including the 

superordinate theme that the discovery added tension that didn’t seem repairable. Voorhees et 

al., (2020) explored the negative effects on social identity when family members deviate from 

social norms held in esteem by the family, or in-group. It was identified that punishment was 

used by the family to correct the individual. As a result, the sudden removal of kinship affiliation 

erodes the social identity triggering an out-group phenomenon (Stets & Burke, 2000).  

In the constellation of negative subordinate themes, the MPEs described being 

encouraged by the known family to adopt a negative identity, thrusting them into an identity 

moratorium related to feeling responsible for causing harm or the family’s perpetual anger 

leading to a core belief of being a bad person. Cutt-offs often ensued exemplifying the 

relinquishment explored by Sunderland (2015) resulting in trauma that changes how people 

organize an understanding of themselves through the kinship relationship (Voorhees et al., 

2020). 
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When cut-offs were employed, many narratives reported that relationships with their 

mothers were the primary source of the cut-off for MPE individuals, either initiated by the MPE 

themselves cutting-off contact or were mother-initiated as a form of control over the secret 

narrative. Cut-off from the social identity derived by family equates to an identity moratorium 

since exclusion from the family reflects no ability to commit to that group’s ideology (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979).  

Respondents who described feeling freer now felt closer to family or had some supportive 

family members equates to identity achievement (Marcia, 1966). The felt sense of relief described 

in this identity achievement status is reflected in Right to Know’s study, where 76% of 

respondents reported being ‘glad they knew the truth, exemplified by the respondents referenced 

in question 17. Relief was the precursor to achievement. 

 The results point to a unique outcome for the MPE population and are not represented by 

name in the literature on adoption or even in social identity concerning in-groups and out-groups 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979), but a clear parallel is represented in the results. It is reasonable to apply 

the social identity construct of in-group and out-group behavior to the known families of MPE, 

and the mothers in particular, as MPE experienced the scorn of being excluded or cut off once 

they are perceived to offend the in-group. Social identity has a compounding effect on personal 

identity, akin to a building block of overall identity (Burke & Stets, 2009), and this is reflected in 

the domino effect of the respondent's perceptions of rejection from either their known or new 

biological families.  

Limitations 

A major limitation of this study is the lack of Late Discovery Adoptee and Donor-

Conceived Person subgroups in the sample, making this study more of a reflection of the Non-
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Paternal Event subgroup. It is possible that the social media group managers did not post to all 

their co-branded pages specific to adoptees and donor conceptions, resulting in little to no 

representation of the two subcategories.  

Few studies of the MPE phenomenon exist, although they are increasing each year. The 

lack of complementary studies means this MPE study needs replication and confirmation to have 

a positive impact on the research-practice gap experienced in clinical mental health application. 

Future Research 

The rate of MPE research is increasing annually as more mental health clinicians are 

discovering their own MPE status. However, the intersection of identity and genealogical 

bewilderment is only one subset of the overall MPE experience. 

The results of the narrative portion of this study indicate the long-term effects of the MPE 

discovery on existing or known families would be a fruitful theme to explore in future research. 

This study explored the impact of not knowing at least one-half of one’s ancestral information 

and learned only a small amount about the impact of being intentionally excluded from the other 

half, as in the case of known families cutting off contact with the MPE. Results demonstrated the 

focus was on repairing the identity loss from the discovery of a new side of the family, but 

respondents also hinted at the effect of losing the known side of the family tree beyond 

mentioning being cut off from them. 

Conversely, more research would be helpful with the known families themselves as the 

target population. Most information pertains to the MPE singularly, yet the ripple effect of the 

MPE discovery affects more than the MPE alone. It would round out the literature to have 

research on the reasons known families cut off their MPE relatives, including the relative 

importance of maintaining the secret and the effect the secrets have on their well-being and 
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identity crises. Broadening the target population, this focus could also be applied to the newly 

discovered biological families to determine how their potential identity changes and if any are 

related to the nature of the secrets revealed, the actual revelation of secret relatives, or perhaps 

the perceived impact on reputation. 

Re-examining this study for the future, it may be beneficial to obtain deeper responses 

from the participants to ascertain more of their lived experience. This could be accomplished by 

restructuring the survey questions to invite lengthier responses or assigning word minimums to 

the survey questions. Alternatively, instead of a survey, one-on-one interviews would allow for 

follow-up questions and deeper dives into emerging themes. 

Conclusion 

Themes that emerged once participant narratives were synthesized suggested the presence 

of genealogical bewilderment does indeed influence high rates of an identity crisis. The 

narrative’s emergent themes also suggested that possession of genetic background information 

and/or connection to the new biological family did support a more successful identity 

achievement and resolution of the identity crisis. However, the results also supported the 

possession of genetic background information itself does not protect against having an identity 

crisis alone, as that was present in the majority of responses whether genetic background 

information was present or not and whether contact had been established with new biological 

family or not. Erikson’s (1968) position that the term ‘crisis’ was meant to infer a turning point 

where development triggers a change is relevant to this study’s finding that MPE discoveries (the 

developmental turning point) trigger identity crises through genealogical bewilderment. 

The effect of not being able to connect with biological family when desired is 

unmistakable. Dimensions of identity evolve based on life experience (Erikson, 1964), and the 
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relative stability of that identity is expected across the lifespan (Eriksson et al., 2020). 

Misattributed Parentage Experience is an unplanned life experience resulting in identity 

disruption that requires adjustment through exploration of genetic family and ancestral history at 

the very least. When that is impeded by rejection from the new biological family, it prevents a 

new social identity from being formed, resulting in a sense of loss and stagnation (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979).  

Relief and resolution (identity achievement) from an identity crisis (identity moratorium) 

(Marcia, 1966) was experienced more successfully for those respondents who finally understood 

the origin of perceiving themselves as ‘the other’, and/or those that had access to genetic 

background information. Identity achievement was possible for those respondents who were able 

to incorporate social identity elements once genetic background information was obtained or 

relationships forged into personal identity elements where they could feel whole and fill in the ‘I 

am…’ blank. This expands the role genealogical bewilderment plays in the adoption literature to 

include Misattributed Parentage Experiences as part of that bewilderment process. Further, this 

study allows clinical mental health professionals to expand the scope of practice to include 

Misattributed Parentage Experiences as an important life event requiring adjustment through 

empathy and mental health counseling.   
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Appendix A: Autobiographical Statement  

I discovered I was a Non-Paternal Event (NPE) in 2014 after receiving the results of a 

commercial DNA test I took for fun intended to get more information about my father’s side of 

the family. My father died suddenly in 1996 when I was 22 years old leaving a vacuum that his 

family took as a signal to begin severing our relationship – a tenuous relationship, to begin with 

as they were not apt to share a meaningful relationship or family information with me before his 

death.  

It was a couple of years before I paid enough attention to the ethnic results of the test to 

realize I could not be related to my father, the man who raised me as his daughter because there 

was no Ashkenazi Jewish ethnicity reflected in my results. My mother’s Italian heritage was 

reflected accurately, but a mysterious Scottish element now reflected the other half of my DNA 

where my father’s Germanic/Russian Jewish ancestry was expected. I experienced this as a 

significant trauma because it undermined my sense of identity and therefore stability and well-

being, and it was harder to accept than the first discovery when my mother disclosed in my 11th 

year that my then step-father was my biological father. 

Before the 2014 DNA test, I had already had an NPE discovery disclosed by my mother 

but had no understanding of it as such at the time; it was not a term my family used or was 

familiar with. No longer being related to the abusive and inconsistent man on my birth certificate 

was welcome, particularly since my stepfather was explained as my true biological father; he 

was everything a father should be. New DNA technology was used in the late 1980s to prove my 

birth certificate father was not genetically related to me but was not used to prove my step-

father’s paternity. Once the legalities were concluded, my stepfather formally adopted me and 

changed my last name to match his - Klugman. None of this felt disturbing at the time, probably 
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because the change was welcomed, however, the second NPE revelation was much more 

disturbing.  

Once I realized as an adult I didn’t know who my biological father was and that there was 

now a third unknown paternal option, I hired an investigative genealogist who found my 

biological family within a few weeks. We uploaded my DNA results to every other DNA 

database on the market and in the span of a few keystrokes I had a father, half-brother, sister-in-

law, nephew, aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents I never knew but shared Scottish heritage 

with. We shared a history I was never part of. I reached out to my biological father and 

established a meaningful relationship that lasted until his death four and a half years later. I 

remain close to my brother and sister-in-law and am developing relationships with extended 

family that I treasure, learning about similarities I share with grandparents I never met before 

their deaths. I noticed the ability to connect with family, and hold information of ancestral origin, 

culture, and medical history allowed my identity to repair into achievement. Before that, I was 

unable to feel stable from not knowing basic things about myself. 

I quickly realized a few months into my second MPE discovery that I was unusually 

positioned to address this discovery because of the constellation of specialties I had acquired 

over the years: anger management, trauma/EMDR, grief, and an integrated orientation used in 

my clinical work using Psychodynamic/Object Relations, Cognitive-Behavioral, and Family 

Systems orientations. The one piece I had not received formal training in was identity, which I 

set out to change through research. My experience as an MPE helped me to realize I had taken 

identity formation for granted until it was changed through crisis, and that it is a complex and 

meaningful process when engaged purposefully.  
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Appendix B: MPE Call for Participants Post 

 

Survey Link: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/Y7Z76VS 
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Appendix C: Participant Recruitment Site Permissions 

 

  



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

105 

 



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

106 

 



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

107 

 



MISATTRIBUTED PARENTAGE EXPERIENCES 

108 

Appendix D: MPE Screening Survey Cover Letter  
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Appendix E: MPE Screening Survey  
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Appendix F: MPE Written Narrative  
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Appendix G: IRP Approval 
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