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Adoption Therapy: Perspectives from Clients and Clinicians on Processing 
and Healing Post �Adoption Issues

Adoption is a life �changing journey that brings hope, joy, and new beginnings for families and children alike. Yet, the

emotional and psychological terrain after an adoption is often complex and layered. Many families turn to adoption

therapy to navigate the challenges of bonding, identity formation, and the lingering effects of past trauma. This

article offers a comprehensive look at how clients and clinicians view adoption therapy, the common issues

addressed, and practical strategies for healing. Whether you are a prospective adopter, a new parent, or a

mental �health professional working in this field, this guide will provide valuable insights into the therapeutic process

and its impact on all stakeholders.

Understanding the Core of Adoption Therapy

Adoption therapy is a specialized branch of psychotherapy that focuses on the unique emotional dynamics that

arise when a child becomes part of a new family. It is not a one �size �fits �all approach; instead, it blends

evidence �based techniques such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), Trauma �Focused CBT (TF �CBT), Narrative

Therapy, and Attachment �Based Interventions. The goal is to create a safe, supportive space where both children

and parents can explore feelings, develop coping skills, and build resilient family relationships.

Why Therapy Matters After Adoption

•  Attachment Re �establishment: Children often need to rebuild trust after separation from birth families.

•  Identity Exploration: Adopted children may struggle with questions about their heritage and sense of 

belonging.

•  Parental Anxiety: Adoptive parents may feel uncertain about their parenting skills or fear that their child will 

one day reject them.

•  Trauma Processing: Many children have experienced early loss, neglect, or abuse that requires specialized 

trauma work.

Key Therapeutic Models in Adoption Work

1.  Attachment �Focused Therapy – Emphasizes secure attachment patterns and uses techniques such as 

“Attachment Narrative” to reframe past experiences.

2.  Trauma �Focused CBT (TF �CBT) – Provides a structured approach to reduce PTSD symptoms and emotional 

dysregulation.

3.  Family Systems Therapy – Looks at the family as an interconnected unit, encouraging open communication 

and shared healing.

4.  Play Therapy (for younger children) – Uses creative play to express feelings that are difficult to verbalize.

Clients’ Perspectives: Voices of Families in the Healing Process

Clients—both parents and adopted children—offer a wealth of personal insights that shape how therapy is

delivered and perceived. Below we synthesize common themes that arise in client narratives and how these shape



the therapeutic agenda.

1. The Search for Identity and Belonging

Many adopted children, especially those who are adopted internationally or from foster care, grapple with questions

such as, “Who am I?” or “Where do I fit in?” These questions often surface in therapy as a desire to connect with

cultural heritage, understand genetic roots, and integrate past with present.

Clients often describe therapy as a “bridge” between their past and their current life. They value therapists who

validate their feelings and help them craft a personal narrative that honors both their birth and adoptive stories.

2. Navigating Grief and Loss

Adoption is inherently linked to loss—loss of birth family, loss of the child’s early life, and sometimes loss of a sense

of “normality.” Clients frequently express that therapy helps them process these layered griefs. They appreciate a

therapist who can differentiate between the grief of separation and the grief of ongoing unresolved trauma.

3. Building Trust and Security

Children and parents alike report that therapy offers a safe environment to explore fears of abandonment or

rejection. By practicing emotional regulation techniques and developing consistent routines, families build a sense

of predictability that counters the instability many adopted children have experienced.

4. Managing Parental Guilt and Anxiety

Adoptive parents often confront internalized guilt—questions about whether they could have done more, or whether

they are “good enough.” Therapy provides a space to reframe these thoughts, develop self �compassion, and set

realistic expectations for both themselves and their children.

5. The Role of Cultural Sensitivity

Clients emphasize the importance of culturally competent therapy. They expect therapists to be knowledgeable

about the child’s cultural background, language preferences, and community resources. When therapists

demonstrate cultural humility, clients feel more understood and supported.

Clinicians’ Perspectives: The Professional Lens on Post �Adoption Healing

From a clinical standpoint, the therapeutic process is guided by research, ethical standards, and an evolving

understanding of adoption dynamics. Below we outline how clinicians approach the work, the challenges they face,

and the strategies they employ to support families.

1. Assessment and Case Formulation

Clinicians start with a comprehensive intake that covers:

•  Child’s developmental history, medical records, and previous therapy.

•  Family dynamics, including birth and adoptive family histories.

•  Cultural and linguistic needs.

•  Any history of trauma, attachment disruptions, or mental health concerns.

Using this data, clinicians create a case formulation that guides the therapeutic plan. They identify primary

concerns such as PTSD symptoms, attachment difficulties, or identity issues, and prioritize interventions

accordingly.

2. Evidence �Based Interventions



Clinicians rely on validated interventions tailored to adoption contexts:

•  Attachment �Based Interventions – Techniques like “Attachment Storytelling” help children process their past.

•  Trauma �Focused CBT – Structured exposure and cognitive restructuring reduce trauma symptoms.

•  Emotion Regulation Training – Teaching mindfulness, breathing exercises, and grounding techniques.

•  Family �Centered Sessions – Encouraging open dialogue and shared problem �solving.

3. Ethical and Legal Considerations

Adoption therapy must navigate a web of confidentiality, informed consent, and sometimes mandatory reporting.

Clinicians must balance the child’s right to privacy with the legal obligations that may arise in cases of abuse or

neglect. Clear communication with families about boundaries and expectations is essential.

4. Addressing the “Two �Family” Narrative

Clinicians recognize that both birth and adoptive families can play a role in the child’s healing. When appropriate,

they facilitate “dual �family” sessions—meeting with both families to foster understanding and reduce conflict. This

approach is especially relevant in open adoptions or when the child’s birth family remains involved.

5. Ongoing Professional Development

Given the evolving nature of adoption research, clinicians regularly attend workshops, conferences, and

peer �consultation groups. This continuous learning ensures they stay current with best practices and can adapt their

techniques to each unique family’s needs.

Common Post �Adoption Issues Addressed in Therapy

While each family’s journey is distinct, several themes recur in adoption therapy. Below we explore these issues

and the therapeutic tools used to address them.

1. Post �Adoption Stress (PAS)

Post �Adoption Stress refers to the anxiety, sadness, and confusion that can arise after a child is placed in a new

home. Symptoms may include:

•  Frequent temper tantrums or mood swings.

•  Withdrawal or clinginess.

•  Difficulty adjusting to new routines.

Therapists use CBT and attachment strategies to help children and parents identify triggers, develop coping

mechanisms, and normalize the adjustment period.

2. Identity and Cultural Heritage Conflicts

Adopted children may feel torn between their birth culture and the culture of their adoptive family. Therapy often

involves:

•  Exploring cultural traditions and storytelling.

•  Encouraging participation in cultural communities.

•  Facilitating conversations about heritage and personal meaning.

3. Trauma �Related Symptoms

Trauma can manifest as nightmares, hypervigilance, or dissociation. Clinicians employ Trauma �Focused CBT and

EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) for children who can engage in these modalities. For

younger children, play therapy and art therapy are effective alternatives.



4. Attachment Disruptions

Attachment theory posits that early relationships shape future emotional regulation. In adoption, disrupted

attachments can lead to:

•  Difficulty forming trustful relationships.

•  Attachment avoidance or hyper �attachment behaviors.

•  Challenges in forming healthy peer relationships.

Attachment �based interventions, such as the “Attachment Narrative” exercise, help re �frame past experiences and

foster secure attachment patterns.

5. Parental Burnout and Guilt

Adoptive parents often experience burnout—physical exhaustion, emotional depletion, and feelings of inadequacy.

Therapists provide:

•  Parenting skill workshops.

•  Stress �management techniques.

•  Support groups for shared experiences.

Therapeutic Techniques That Promote Healing

Below we highlight specific techniques that have proven effective in adoption therapy. These methods are chosen

for their adaptability and evidence base.

1. Narrative Therapy

Clients craft stories that weave together their past, present, and future. By externalizing trauma and reauthoring

their narrative, clients gain agency and clarity. Clinicians guide clients to identify core themes, challenge negative

self �talk, and integrate new meanings.

2. Emotion Regulation Skills

Teaching children and parents how to manage intense emotions is crucial. Techniques include:

•  Grounding exercises (e.g., 5 �4 �3 �2 �1 technique).

•  Mindfulness meditation.

•  Progressive muscle relaxation.

3. Family Therapy Sessions

Family meetings create a platform for open dialogue, shared problem �solving, and mutual support. Clinicians

facilitate these sessions to ensure each family member feels heard and valued.

4. Play and Art Therapy

For younger children who may not yet verbalize complex feelings, play and art serve as powerful outlets. Therapists

use role �play, sand trays, and drawing to surface hidden emotions and facilitate discussion.

5. Cultural Connection Activities

Integrating cultural practices—such as language classes, community events, or traditional rituals—strengthens

identity and belonging. Therapists collaborate with families to identify culturally relevant resources and support

networks.

Building a Therapeutic Alliance: The Foundation of Healing



At the heart of effective adoption therapy lies a strong therapeutic alliance—a collaborative, trusting relationship

between the client and the clinician. Key components include:

•  Empathy: Understanding the unique experiences of both the child and the parents.

•  Transparency: Clearly communicating goals, techniques, and confidentiality boundaries.

•  Flexibility: Adapting interventions to the family’s evolving needs.

•  Respect for Cultural Values: Honoring the child’s heritage and the family's cultural norms.

•  Consistency: Providing reliable support and predictable routines.

When families feel seen, heard, and respected, they are more likely to engage fully in the therapeutic process and

experience lasting healing.

Practical Steps for Families Considering Adoption Therapy

For families ready to embark on therapy, the following steps can help set the stage for a successful partnership with

a clinician.

1. Research and Select a Qualified Therapist

•  Verify credentials (e.g., Licensed Clinical Social Worker, Psychologist).

•  Look for specialization in adoption or trauma work.

•  Check for certifications in attachment �based or trauma �focused modalities.

2. Prepare for the First Session

•  Gather medical records, adoption paperwork, and any prior therapy notes.

•  List primary concerns and goals for therapy.

•  Encourage all family members to attend the first session if possible.

3. Establish Clear Goals

Collaboratively set realistic, measurable goals—such as reducing tantrum frequency or improving parent �child

communication. Goals should be revisited and adjusted as therapy progresses.
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