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With decades of experience, C.A.S.E.’s mission is to 
strengthen the  well-being of children and families 
of all adoptive experiences by providing them the 
adoption competent services and resources they 
need, including: 

 Pre- and post-adoption counseling, assessment and therapeutic services 
 Individual, family and group therapy for kids, teens and adults; teletherapy services 
 Crisis intervention, support and assistance with school issues 
 Training, education & interactive workshops – for families, educators and professionals 
 Nationally recognized post-adoption models 
 Game specifically designed for adoptive families: 52 Ways to Talk about Adoption 
 Award-winning print publications, articles, newsletters and online resources 
 Developers of Training for Adoption Competency (TAC) and National Training Initiative  

(NTI ) 
 

 

www.adoptionsupport.org 



   Adoption is a profound experience 
affecting the adoptee at various 
developmental stages and cannot be 
ignored  

                     and…is greatly influenced 
by their evolving cognitive capacity 

   is greatly influenced by their   evolving 
cognitive capacity. 

 



 



Questions to Consider 

• Will the adolescent become  

  confused about her identity? 

• Will a sense of abandonment 

  and rejection replace feelings of  

  security and comfort? 

• Will being adopted make  

  adolescence harder for them? 



Adoption and Adolescence 

 1/3 of adolescents referred for psychotherapy 
are adopted 

 
 Adolescence is the peak period for 

psychiatric referrals in the life of the adopted 
person 

 
 Approximately 5-17% of adopted adolescents 

receive mental health services, although they 
only represent 2% of the population 



Why… 

 Higher socioeconomic and educational status 
of adoptive parents led to early identification of 
issues and they most likely had the ability to 
pay 
 

 Adoptive parents are more comfortable 
seeking support services due to their 
experience with the adoption process (lower 
threshold for referral) 
 

 Adoptive parents are more anxious than 
biological parents when it relates to 
problematic behaviors 



•Teenagers’ task is to form an identity 

•IDENTITY = values, beliefs, capabilities, talents, 
intellectual capabilities, sexual self-image, personality 
traits, racial and ethnic heritage, personal 
expectations, and physical characteristics 



Adolescence Raises Many Complex Questions 

for Parents Whose Children are Adopted 

• Will the adolescent become confused about  
    her identity? 

• Will a sense of abandonment and rejection      
replace  feelings of security and comfort? 

• Will being adopted make adolescence harder for 
them? 



These questions do not have simple answers, however, 

what we can say with some assurance is that: 

• Being adopted is an integral part of a teenager’s 
history and must not be ignored. 

• Adopted adolescents can successfully confront and 
resolve the special developmental issues adoption 
brings to this challenging stage. 



Adolescent Stuck Spots 
Six Major Hurdles for the Adopted Adolescent 

1-Reason for Adoption 
 

 2- Missing or Difficult Information 
 

  3- Difference 
 

   4- Identity 
 

    5- Loyalty 
 

     6- Permanence 



Ages 12-14 

•Child enters anger stage of grief 

•May resist authority and try on new identities 

•May be angry over the loss of control in early life 

•Understands permanence of adoption 



REASON FOR ADOPTION 

• Help adolescent gain greater understanding as 
to “WHY” they were placed for adoption 
(relinquished) 

• Clarify information about their adoption story 

• Help them to understand they are not 
responsible for the decision 

• Adoption occurs because of ADULT decisions 

TREATMENT GOALS 



Re-evaluate the relinquishment decision by birth 

parents: 

• Why didn’t she get a job if she was too 
poor? 

• Why didn’t she get married if she was 
alone? 

• Why didn’t she have someone teach her 
how  to take care of a baby? 

 

 



WHY DID MY BIRTHMOTHER LEAVE ME? 



WAS THERE SOMETHING 

WRONG WITH ME? 



What did I do or not do 

that caused my loss? 



DID THEY GIVE ME AWAY 

BECAUSE THEY DID DRUGS OR 

ABUSED ME? 



WHAT DOES THIS 

MEAN ABOUT ME? 



WHY COULDN’T THEY HAVE 

WORKED THINGS OUT AND 

TAKEN CARE OF ME? 



Nothing hurts like relinquishment 

hurts! 



It’s all your fault 

For causing this pain 

 

You’ve destroyed my life 

It’s not a game 

 

It’s all your fault 

I turned out this way 

 

Now I’m stuck with this feeling day to day 

It’s all your fault 

Why are you so bad? 

It’s all your fault for making me so sad. 

Your Fault 



LOSS 

Adopted children lost the opportunity to grow 

up with their biological family. 



DILEMMA: 

BELIEF: Adoption is perceived as a problem solving event 

 

ALL GAINS, NO LOSSES 



TREATMENT GOAL 

We must afford 
adolescents an 
opportunity to 
express their 

grief and mourn 
their losses. 



Ages 15-18 

• Strong need for adoption information 

•Over-identification with birth parents 

•Struggle for sense of self 

•Teen has cognitive ability to understand 

complex reasons for adoption 

•Self-aware / insightful 

•Think hypothetically 



Missing or Difficult 

Information 

• We must help the adolescent cope with 
difficult information: birth parents’ history, 
abuse, neglect, death, incarceration 

• Accept reality that there may be 
information they would like to know, but 
is unattainable 



WHAT DO MY BIRTHPARENTS  

LOOK LIKE? 



DO I HAVE ANY 

BROTHERS OR 

SISTERS? 



HOW COULD SHE NOT KNOW 

WHO MY BIRTH FATHER IS? 



DID MY BIRTH DAD MEAN ANYTHING TO 

MY BIRTH MOM? 



FEELINGS 

• Growing sense of self: identity 

• May wonder if she was cause of adoption: “Was I bad? 

Worthless? Unlovable?” which can result in feeling rejected 

• Focus on secrecy 

• Frustrations with having unanswered questions 



CHALLENGE 

Younger children are comfortable living 
with broad, generalized concepts 

 
 
 
Adolescents seek the FACTS – detailed 

facts 



DIFFERENCES 

• Feeling different from peers is the 
worst curse of adolescence 

• Nowhere along the developmental 
stages of life do people so desperately 
want to fit in – to be a part of a group 

• Being adopted creates a sense of 
being different 



When I was younger I used to think everyone 
was adopted. My parents would take us to 
these gatherings where there were other 
adoptive families.  My parents would say, 
“See, all these kids are adopted just like you!” 
 
As I grew up it seemed that we saw less and 
less of these families who were supposedly just 
like us.  It didn’t take me long to figure out 
that not everyone was adopted like me.  Now, 
I’m sixteen and I am the only adopted person 
among my friends.  I am different – being 
adopted means you are different. 



FEELINGS 

“I’m not like 
most kids…my 
family is 
different.” 

“I don’t look like 
my family – they 
are white, I am 
black.” 

“I don’t share 
my family’s 
cultural or racial 
heritage.” 



The fact that society  holds my family as 
“different” because we are an adoptive 
family – and different still because we are 
a bi-racial and multi-cultural family – this 
is something I have learned to live with… 
 
I don’t ignore the fact that my family is 
different – what I ignore is the reminder 
that society gives me each and every day – 
you are different… 
 
    Matthew, age 26 



IDENTITY 

• Who am I? 

• Who am I like? 

• Where did I come from? 



“It’s not fair that  
I cannot know where  
I came from,  where  
certain traits came from  
or who I look like” 
- Becca, age 16 

 



Tasks of Adolescence 

1. MFor the adoptee – give up parental closeness-

 reawaken major issuesctureand 
internalize superego/conscience, 
develop personal moral standard 

  For the adoptee – risk of idealizing the birth 
 parents – blocks creation of personal value   
 system 

3. Adjust to increases in sexual impulses  

  For adoptee –belief system about birth 
 parents –  promiscuous, irresponsible, 
 selfish, genetically inferior 

4. Development of Sense of Identity 

 

 



The adolescent ponders… 

 Who am I?  Am I like my 
adoptive parents or my birth 
parents or both? 

  How can I possibly figure 
out who I am knowing little 
about where I cam from? 

 What does it mean that I am 
Hispanic? Korean?  African 
American? 

 Who would I have been if I 
stayed with my birth family?  



Remember the Challenge: 

Adolescents must figure out how 
they are like and different from two 

sets of parents. 
 

How do they accomplish this critical 
developmental milestone in the 

absence of information about their 
birth family? 



Dilemma 

The normal search for self is 
compromised by the loss of the 
birth parents and complicated 
by the need to integrate the 

heritage of the birth family and 
the influences of the adoptive 

family. 



For the adoptee, 
looking in the mirror 
may lead to the 
realization that he or 
she does not know 
another human being 
in the world who is 
related to him or her. 

Tara, age 16 



LOYALTY 

• The adolescent may experience 
guilt related to their frequent and 
intense thoughts about their birth 
parents. 

• Fearing disapproval of their 
parents, teens may hide feelings 
and struggle alone. 

 



Treatment Goal 

Remove the teen’s guilt and 
normalize feelings for birth parents. 



I have so many questions about my birth 

parents; but if I ask my parents, will they 

get upset? 



I know things were bad at home when I was 

younger.  I wonder about my mom.  Maybe 

someday I can see her.  How will my mom feel 

about this? 



Are my parents telling me the truth about 

my birth parents or are they making it up? 



When birth parents are 

viewed in a positive, 

empathic and respectful 

way by adoptive parents,  

it is usually easier for children  

to openly express curiosity 

about their birth family. 

They also have an easier  

time incorporating their 

history into a healthy sense  

of self. 



Permanence 

 A forever family? 

 

“I’ve lost one set of parents, 
I could lose another?” 

  



If my birth parents gave me 

away, could it happen again? 



I have lived in so many homes.  Will I move 

again?  Nothing lasts forever! 



When I go to college, will my parents 

still be there for me? 



Treatment Goal 

 Affirm that their family can be a forever 
family 

 Help adolescent understand how their 
behaviors reflect their sense of 
insecurity 

 Support healthy emancipation/ 
separation 

 Respect need for slower transition out 
of the home 



LOCKED 
by Sarah  
age 16 

You took on a task 
Complex and confusing 
A locked box with no key 
The contents a cup with no 

handle 
No way to pour out what was 

inside 
A diary written inside out 
No code to decipher the 

stories 
You took me in 
A lonely child with no 

knowledge of her contents 
And you gave her a key 
A handle and a code 
And now the box is open 
The cup poured 
And the diary read. 
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