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The posts were striking: “I am totally ashamed to say it but we do truly hate this boy!” one woman wrote of her 
11-year-old son. Said another parent of her daughter: “I would have given her away to a serial killer, I was so 
desperate.”

The parents weren’t simply venting. Reuters reporter Megan Twohey had discovered an underground 
clearinghouse of kids – a cluster of Internet bulletin boards where parents sought to get rid of children they had 
adopted overseas. How often was this happening, and what had become of the children? Nobody knew. Because 
parents handled the custody transfers privately, often with strangers they met online, no government agency was 
involved and none was investigating the practice, called “private re-homing.”

For 18 months, Reuters committed to an inquiry so original and comprehensive that it had never been 
attempted – not by the government or by top researchers exploring the role of the Internet in adoption. Twohey 
and her colleagues sought to document illicit child-custody transfers by dissecting the little-known online 
bulletin boards – a marketplace we called “The Child Exchange.” What we found was “devastating,” New York 
Times columnist Nick Kristof noted. Parents were advertising unwanted children, often illegally, and then 
passing them to strangers – and bypassing the judges and social workers who serve as the safety net meant to 
protect children.

“We learned something from this series,” said Adam Pertman of the Donaldson Adoption Institute, which had 
released a 70-page report in 2012 on the Internet’s impact on adoption. It made no mention of re-homing or of 
the online network that Twohey found. “We didn’t know about this one,” Pertman explained on PBS NewsHour.  

The reporting behind “The Child Exchange” was exhaustive. To quantify the frequency of re-homing, we created 
a database by scraping five years of posts from one Yahoo bulletin board. Because of the anonymous nature of 
the posts, Twohey and colleagues Ryan McNeill and Robin Respaut had to meticulously examine each of 5,029 
narratives. We then determined how frequently each child was offered, their ages, where they were born and 
whether they had developmental or physical disabilities. In this one forum alone, we found that a child was 
offered to strangers on average once a week. The activity spanned the nation: Children in 34 states had been 
advertised, and they were among society’s most vulnerable. At least 70 percent had been adopted from overseas, 
and many were disabled. A rich interactive enables online users to explore the posts.
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While we examined the bulletin board, Twohey assembled leads that pointed to two dozen people who became 
key players in the series. We initially knew most of them only by their online pseudonyms. One turned out to be 
a convicted pedophile. Twohey created dossiers on each parent and child. Then, through remarkable tenacity, she 
earned the trust of sources across the nation. They provided her thousands of pages of documents from a dozen 
government agencies in six states. Many of the documents were confidential child welfare records that included 
descriptions of abuse or neglect. Even more astounding, Twohey secured on-the-record interviews with almost 
every individual in the series: parents who gave away children; adults who took kids in; online facilitators who 
helped them; and the adoptees caught in this underworld. Reuters took great care in handling the children’s 
stories, and we published the names only of those who are now adults. Quita, profiled in Part One of the series, 
texted Twohey on Christmas Day: “Thank you very much. For all you did. You helped me put the truth out there.”

Critics for Slate, the New Yorker and the BBC rank “The Child Exchange” as among the year’s finest pieces of 
journalism, and the impact has been profound. In Congress, a bipartisan group of 18 lawmakers is calling for 
hearings to “identify ways to prevent these dangerous practices.” At the request of the House Human Resources 
Subcommittee, the Congressional Research Service issued a report recommending ways Congress could restrict 
re-homing. Lawmakers have also told the Government Accountability Office to identify gaps “related to the 
oversight and prosecution of wrong-doers in the re-homing of children.” U.S. Sen. Ron Wyden, D-Oregon, 
called for a broad federal response, saying our investigation showed that advertising children online “does not 
seem to violate any federal laws.” As a result, four federal departments began interagency meetings to identify 
ways to address re-homing. States also have acted. Florida and Wisconsin introduced legislation to punish 
parents who re-home their children. 

Overseas, the Russian government demanded a “detailed and unbiased investigation” to determine what 
happened to children re-homed in America. China said it was “shocked and furious” at what Reuters found. And 
hours after Reuters brought the re-homing groups to Yahoo’s attention, the company began taking them down.

More directly, “The Child Exchange” has changed the lives of at least two children. After reading our series, officials 
removed a boy and a girl from Nicole and Calvin Eason, the couple who became a focus of our investigation. “The 
children ... are now safe,” a top law enforcement official testified during a hearing prompted by our series.

For our commitment to exposing and explaining this clandestine practice – and for the protection our work 
promises to provide for children in the United States and around the world – we are proud to nominate “The 
Child Exchange” for the Pulitzer Prize for Investigative Reporting.

Sincerely,

Stephen J. Adler

Editor-in-Chief
Reuters


