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My Current Therapy Practice

* Private practice in Eagan, includes therapy with
adopted persons and their families
— Jupiter Center for Growth and Healing at Aslan

— Aslan Institute is a group of providers with a common
vision about mind-body-spirit connections and health

— Aslan’s Website: www.aslaninst.com

— My Web Site: jupitercenter.com
il: michael@jupitercenter.com




Adoption and Mental Health

“University of Minnesota researchers found that common
DSM-IV childhood disorders are more prevalent in adoptees
than nonadoptees. They also found that adoptees are more
likely to have contact with mental health professionals.”

— Example: “The odds of having ADHD or ODD were about
twice as high in all adopted adolescents. 7 to 8 out of 100
nonadopted adolescents had ADHD compared with 14 to
15 out of 100 of the adoptees.”

— Cautionary note: this may be a reflection of adopted parents’ stron
cy to find mental health resources for their adopte



Adoption and Mental Health

* In 2000, roughly 2.5% of Americans (7.5 million)
were adopted

 Recent research noted the following psychological
issues for adoptees: “(a) difficulty with abandonment
and rejection, (b) cultural and racial identity for
transracial adoptees, (c) birth family romance-fantasy
concerns, (d) “genealogical bewilderment,” (e)

lete sense of self, (f) body-image issue




A little personal history...

...on the issue of adoption



Personal History:
Adoption or not?

At the age of 12, My great aunt offered me a way out
of a terrible situation

She was doing the “right” thing—trying to save me
| did not understand what “adoption” meant
| said “no” even though | was risking my life

not understand why | said no




Personal History:
Adoption and Belongingness

| am the kid on the left,
the other guys are my bio
brothers, Kevin and Tom

* This was taken during my
first year in foster care—
age 13

| wasin trouble, but at

least | knew where |




Personal History:
Adoption and Identity

 Atage 13, | now lived in a foster home

* Foster mother was kind, loving, provided for me like
never before

e A vyear after moving in, she asked me to let her adopt




Personal History:
Adoption and identity (2)

* |said “no”

 She was very hurt
* She kicked me out
e | didn’t understand any of it
 What went wrong here?

say “no,” when “yes” would hav



Personal History:
My partner

* My interest in adoption issues is also fueled by the
fact that my partner is a transnational/transracial
adoptee who creates art, literature, dialogue and
social change around adoption and other issues.




Child Protection: kids running from foster
care back to “bad” homes

* My first job as an MFT—working with families
involved in Child Protection cases

— | Saw kids, like me, running from “good” foster or adoptive
homes to “bad” biological homes

— Social workers | have spoken to recently report that
adoptive kids frequently return to their biological fa

ly to kids adopte




Adoption, Foster Care and
Blended Families

 Much of what will be covered today applies to foster
care and blended families as well as adoption

— Caveat: Adoption usually carries an expectation (by most,
but not necessarily all, stakeholders) of permanence and a
deeper attachment and identity with the new family

— Example: Adoptive parent says, “as soon as | saw a picture
e [boy or girl], | knew we were supposed to




What role does age play

* Are children adopted at a younger age less likely to
struggle with issues of:

— Belongingness?
— Attachment?
— ldentity?

e Perhaps, but not necessarily so—children adopted a
ight exhibit fewer adjustment pro




Adoption “Stakeholders”
(invested parties)

 Adoptee

* Biological Family

e Biological Community
* Adoptive Family

* Adoptive Community

ting Agencies




My Focus Today:
Three Primary Issues for Adoptees

e Attachment

* Belongingness

e |dentity N

Credit: “healingdream” at freedigitalphoto.net
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Defining Terms:
What is “attachment?”

* | am not referring to “Reactive Attachment” Issues
— Although this is worth considering

* | feel attached to you
* | “need” you

* | miss you
— | think you miss me

You feel attached to me



Defining Terms:
What is “belongingness?”

* | “fitin” here somewhere

— | fill an important role
 Thereis a “place” for me here

— | am unique and not replaceable
* | want to be here and you want me to be here
ore structural, but also existential




Defining Terms:
What is “identity?”

* |dentity: A permanent sense of self (from wikipedia)

— A sense of continuity through transition (e.g. from
one family to another)

e “ldentity affiliation:” (new term) an internalized
sense of self related to something or someone else

— “Who | am” is defined in part by my relationship




Relationship between
Attachment, Belongingness, and Identity

* A person can feel attachment, without feeling they
belong or having an “identity affiliation”

e A person can feel attachment and belongingness
without having an identity affiliation

* Yet, a person might have an identity affiliation to
their birth family, even if they did not make an
ttachment or have time to build belongingness

their birth family




Primary Adoption Issues:
(1) Transition and Belongingness

* Changes in rules, roles, and family hierarchy
— Sibling “birth” order changes in bio and new family
— Adoptive family has different rules based on age,
development, gender
 Connections and communications

— What are the rules for communications between old and
family




Primary Adoption Issues:
(2) Attachment

* Loyalty questions

— Can | be loyal to my bio parents if | make an attachment to
my adoptive parents

— Can | be loyal to my adoptive parents if | am curious about
or want to make a connection with my bio family

e Abandonment issues

hy did my bio family abandon me?

hem (or me) bad?




Primary Adoption Issues:
(3) Identity

* Who am | now that:
— | am no longer with my biological family
— | am with this new family

* Who do they expect me to be

— Does their race, age, gender, economic class

equire me to be something different than |
ily?




Therapy Strategies:
Adjustment outcomes

* Differences between the biological family and the new family:

— greatly influence a child’s ability to adjust to their new
surroundings and

— Affect how they resolve differences between where they
come from and where they are (belongingness,
attachment and identity)

 “To avoid overpathologizing or minimizing the adoptive
erience... [researchers and practitioners should] maintai
itive balance between ‘denial of differ




Therapy Strategies: Permission

* Create space

— For the family and child to explore questions
about belongingness, attachment and identity

— To verbalize misunderstandings from the past
about expectations by everyone

— To investigate whether other stakeholders (e.g.
ical family members) should be i




Therapy Strategies: Permission

My adopted clients often struggle with asking
questions about who they are without reference to
who others (including me) want them to be

* | try to give them space and permission to ask
themselves questions about their identity
— Without being bound by the requirements of loyalty

— While also offering parents (if involved) a chance to voic
ir concerns and feelings




Therapy Strategies:
Suggested Questions (1)

“Where do | come from (place, culture, biology, other family,
community, history of my people)?”

“What does this mean about why | am not still there (why
they abandoned me, or was it the right thing to do, to take me
from them)?”

“What does leaving that place mean about how | am still
connected to that place (should | go back and find out or
ve it alone, am | still one of “them” even though | was




Therapy Strategies:
Suggested Questions (2)

“What does it mean about my sense of loyalty and
belongingness to my new family that | still care about these
other questions, these other people?” “Does it make me
ungrateful to want to explore these ideas?”

“Is it my adoptive parents’ fault that | was subjected to racism
at school, by other kids, by their extended family?”

“Should | resent my adopted mom and dad for discouraging
ese questions when it is clear now that | have been
uch discouragement?”




Therapy Strategies:
Suggested Questions (3)

“If | do not feel as attached to my (adoptive) family as others
who are not adopted, does this mean that | am not attached
to anyone?”

“Does it mean | am not really attached to my adoptive family
if | yearn to be connected with and know more about my
biological family and their history?”

Revisiting my history .
— Found acceptance in foster home 3

— For single identity
— With dual attachments
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