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Historical background 
Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu encouraged Romanians to have children they couldn’t afford to 
keep, then offered them poor quality orphanage accommodation. After his regime fell in 1989, over 
100,000 orphans were discovered living in appalling conditions in large state-run institutions. Following 
extensive publicity many of these orphans were adopted in western Europe, including the UK. The 
European Romanian Adoption (ERA) study has followed their progress. 

The study 
One hundred and sixty-five children adopted in the UK between 1990 and 1992 were followed up. 
Their physical, intellectual and social-emotional development was assessed at 4, 6, 11 and 15 years.  

Within the sample some children were adopted aged 0–6 months, others 7 months to 2 years and 
others 2+ years. This allowed researchers to assess the importance of age when adopted.  

Findings 
• Severe impact of early experiences: only 23% of 18-month olds spoke. 

• Rapid catch-up after adoption: over 60% of both Romanian and British children formed secure 
attachments. 

• Complete recovery was less complete in children adopted after the age of 6 months. 

Why psychologists are so interested in the 
Romanian orphans 
Psychologists have long been interested in the extent to which we can reverse the effects of early bad 
experiences.  

The tragic situation in Romania provided psychologists with a kind of natural experiment. Adopted 
Romanian children formed an experimental group and they were compared to a control group of UK 
adoptees who had not suffered poor early care. 

The independent variable was therefore early deprivation. A range of dependent variables was 
studied, including measures of physical, intellectual and social-emotional development. 
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