
Understanding Mental Health for Adoptive
Families: Why Adoption-Informed Care Matters
Adoptive families often carry a unique set of strengths and challenges that can be difficult for
those outside the adoption triad to fully understand. From the moment a child enters a family
through adoption, the family's emotional landscape is shaped by histories of loss, separation,
and resilience. For parents, the joy of building a family is often accompanied by complex
emotions, while children may bring with them early experiences of trauma that affect their
ability to trust and attach. This is why mental health for adoptive families requires a specialized
approach, one that honors the adoption experience without reducing it to a single story.

In my years working with families formed through foster care, intercountry adoption, kinship
care, and open adoption, I have seen how the absence of adoption-informed support can leave
parents feeling isolated and overwhelmed. Many come to therapy feeling like they have failed,
when in reality they are navigating systems and emotional dynamics that few people are
trained to address. The good news is that there are effective, evidence-based therapies
designed specifically for these situations. The key is finding a professional who understands
the full picture.

The Foundation: Understanding the Primal Wound and Attachment
One of the earliest frameworks that helped me make sense of the emotional world of adopted
children is the concept of the primal wound. This term, coined by adoption therapist Nancy
Verrier, describes the deep sense of loss and separation that a child experiences when
separated from their birth mother, even as an infant. While not every adopted person feels this
wound in the same way, it offers a starting point for understanding behaviors that may seem
puzzling or reactive. For example, a child who was adopted at birth may still show signs of
grief around transitions, bedtime, or moments of separation from their adoptive parents. These
reactions are not a reflection of poor parenting but of a sensitive nervous system shaped by
early loss.

Attachment theory provides the next layer of understanding. Children who have experienced
multiple caregivers, time in foster care, or institutional care in intercountry adoption may
struggle with relational health. They may be slow to trust, quick to push people away, or overly
clingy with strangers. This is where therapeutic parenting techniques rooted in trust-based
relational intervention (TBRI) can make a profound difference. TBRI focuses on building felt
safety through predictable routines, connection before correction, and helping children regulate
their emotions through co-regulation with a calm adult. It is not about fixing behavior through
consequences alone but about repairing relationships and rebuilding trust.



Complex Trauma and Its Impact on Family Life
Many adopted children, especially those who have experienced foster care or early neglect,
carry the effects of complex trauma. Unlike a single traumatic event, complex trauma refers to
repeated, prolonged exposure to harmful environments during critical developmental windows.
This can affect a child's ability to regulate emotions, trust caregivers, and make sense of their
own history. For parents, this can feel like walking through a minefield, where a small trigger
can lead to a big meltdown. It is important to remember that these behaviors are adaptive
responses that once helped the child survive, but now need to be gently reshaped in a safe
home environment.

Trauma-informed care is not just a set of techniques; it is a mindset. It asks us to shift from
asking "What is wrong with this child?" to "What happened to this child?" and "What do they
need to feel safe?" In practice, this might mean using TF-CBT (trauma-focused cognitive
behavioral therapy) to help a child process a specific traumatic memory, or using narrative
therapy to help them make sense of their adoption story. Narrative therapy is particularly
powerful because it allows the child to author their own story, integrating the hard parts
without being defined by them. It gives the child a sense of agency over a past they could not
control.

Post-Adoption Support and the Role of Psychoeducation
One of the most valuable tools I have seen for families is psychoeducation, which is simply
teaching parents about the emotional and neurological effects of early trauma. When parents



understand that their child's difficult behavior is not a personal attack but a survival strategy, it
changes everything. It reduces blame, opens the door to compassion, and gives parents
concrete strategies to try. For example, a parent who learns about sensory regulation might
realize that their child's tantrum after a busy day at school is not defiance but a sign of sensory
overload. Simple adjustments, like offering a quiet space or a weighted blanket, can prevent a
spiral.

Post-adoption support services, such as those offered by practices like
arsenaultpsychologicalservices.com in Chattanooga, are essential for sustaining family health.
These services provide a safe place to talk about the realities of adoption, including the
ongoing relationship with birth parents, the complexities of open adoption, and the grief that
can resurface at different developmental stages. For birth parents who are part of an open
adoption, their own mental health needs are equally important. Reunification efforts, when they
occur, also require careful therapeutic support to ensure that the child's transition is as smooth
as possible and that all parties are prepared for the emotional work ahead.

Family Systems Therapy: Seeing the Whole Picture
Adoption does not happen in a vacuum. It affects every member of the family, and the family
itself is a system that must adapt. Family systems therapy is particularly useful here because it
looks at patterns of interaction rather than focusing only on the identified patient. For instance,
a child's acting out may be a signal that the family needs to slow down, change their
communication style, or address unresolved grief. Parents may need support in managing their
own feelings about infertility, loss, or the challenges of parenting a child with a trauma history.
When the whole family understands their roles and patterns, healing becomes a shared project
rather than a solo burden.

I recall working with a family who had adopted two siblings from foster care. The parents were
exhausted and had tried every behavioral intervention they could find. What they needed was
not another list of consequences but a deeper understanding of how their own childhood
experiences shaped their reactions to their children's behavior. Once we addressed that, and
once the children felt that their parents could hold their big feelings without falling apart, the
whole dynamic shifted. That is the power of adoption-informed therapy.

Practical Strategies for Everyday Life
There is no single recipe that works for every adoptive family, but there are guiding principles
that consistently help. Here are a few that I have seen make a real difference:



Prioritize relational health over compliance. A child who feels connected is far more
likely to cooperate than one who is punished into submission.

Use the language of adoption openly and honestly. Avoid secrecy or shame around
the child's origin story. Let them ask questions and express feelings, even the hard
ones.

Build a team around your family. This might include a therapist who specializes in
adoption therapy, a support group for adoptive parents, and a school counselor who
understands trauma-informed care.

Take care of your own mental health as a parent. You cannot pour from an empty cup,
and your own healing is part of your child's healing.

These strategies are not quick fixes. They are practices that require patience, self-compassion,
and a willingness to learn. But they are also the foundation of a strong, resilient family.

Looking Ahead: The Importance of Ongoing Support
The need for mental health for adoptive families does not end after the adoption is finalized or
after the first few years of adjustment. It is a lifelong journey, and different stages bring new
challenges. A teenager who was adopted may suddenly become curious about their birth
family or struggle with identity questions. A young adult may want to connect with their birth

https://arsenaultpsychologicalservices.com/


parents or process the loss of never having that relationship. A family that experienced
reunification with a birth parent may need support as that relationship evolves. In each of these
moments, having access to adoption-informed care is crucial.

In Chattanooga and beyond, the field of adoption therapy is growing, and more therapists are
being trained in approaches like TBRI, TF-CBT, and narrative therapy. But the most important
factor is the relationship between the therapist and the family. When a family feels truly seen
and understood, when their unique story is honored without judgment, that is when real change
happens. Mental health for adoptive families is not about erasing the hard parts of adoption. It
is about giving families the tools and support they need to navigate those hard parts together,
with love, honesty, and resilience.


