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Introduction

Although | have lived in Australia for almost twgntears, | am actually Scottish. | consider
myself, in fact, an adopted Australian. Austratiamy home but | have no Australian blood.
Australian history is not the history of my peopMy heritage and my ancestors lie in the
hills of Aberdeenshire.

| am also a mother who lost my first child throwsdoption. His name is Stephen and he was
born in Edinburgh in 1970. | should like to makeclear that Stephen has been very
supportive of everything that | have done in themithn area, especially of my book. In my
book ("Adoption and Loss - The Hidden Grief") | leatold the story of my experience of
becoming pregnant and losing my son through adotial of the impact of that experience
on my life. As a result of that experience, | foungself, in 1989 joining a support group in
South Australia for mothers separated from theiidotn by adoption. Since that time | have
spoken with hundreds of mothers who also lost tti@lidren through adoption. In writing my
book | drew on not only my own experience, but aladhe experiences of the many women
| had encountered over the years. Because of myexywarience and the voluntary work that
I did with this support group for many years, | ided to pursue a career in the counselling
field. | returned to study in 1995 and completeghast-graduate degree in social work.
Throughout my professional studies, | focussed ashnas | could on grief and loss issues
and how these applied to adoption. In my book lehalso described my research from a
social work perspective into the impact of adoptonpeople's lives. Towards the end of my
book | describe my views on adoption and my vigara future without adoption.

For these three reasons, my personal experienceexpgrience for twelve years as an
member of an adoption support group and my prajessiexperience as a social worker and
author, | feel that my opinions on adoption desexvebe taken seriously. Adoption is a
subject that stirs up a great deal of emotion. laagry at the hurt that has been caused by
adoption, but | am not bitter. Anger can be a pasiand productive emotion. Bitterness is
only negative and destructive.

The naming of those whose lives have been affdnteatioption often causes difficulties. My
belief is that it is not the names that are used #ne of greatest importance, but rather the
views and the intentions behind the terminologye Words that | use and my comments on
adoption are not intended to demean or to offerydb@a | am here to present my personal
opinion on adoption loss and grief in the hope ihaill be of interest to you.

Before an adoption takes place, a child and higeofamily of origin are separated from each
other. This separation means that losses are exjged. Adoption is based on loss and grief
is the emotion that we expect to follow loss. Myimé&cus has always been the grief
experienced by mothers who have lost children tjinoadoption, although | have also
explored to some extent the losses experiencedibgted people. Much of what | believe
about the nature of the grief experienced by metlagplies also to adopted people, as the
losses resulting from being separated from thenilfas and being issued with a replacement
birth certificate have also traditionally not bessknowledged or understood. | do not address
the loss associated with infertility, which is asue for some adoptive parents, as this is not a
loss which is caused by adoption.

| originally became interested in the concept afediranchised grief and started to explore
how it might apply to adoption. From there | caroddrm a view of adoption as a whole. |
was impressed by this quotation in a book calledBUknt-Out Case" by Graham Greene. A



character says, "l discovered what seemed onlgta lmose thread in my jacket - | pulled it
and all the jacket began to unwind". That is whapgened when | began by exploring
disenfranchised grief in adoption. Eventually, tieole of adoption began to unravel.

Adoption and disenfranchised grief

What does adoption mean to those involved? Tramditip adoption has been seen as a tidy
solution to everyone's problems, which suits alhafse involved. However, many people are
now beginning to view adoption quite differentlyid now felt that by creating a replacement
birth certificate for a child, we are saying that do not value that child's actual heritage and
identity. Otherwise how could we erase them wittadaption order? In this, the 2&entury,

we have learned to value each individual, regasdtdésgender, race, sexuality or disability
and so how is it that we still fail to value pedplerigins? Every time we allow a child to be
adopted we are saying to that child that his or Hegitage is so insignificant that we are
happy to wipe it out completely so that it has egel standing whatsoever.

Whenever we allow a child to be adopted we are sdsing to the parents of that child that
we do not value their parenthood, because we diiagiio eliminate their role and to provide
their child with a new birth certificate, which @lis the false assumption that they as parents
did not exist. Most children have grandparents,tguancles, cousins and often siblings.
Adoption denies that those relationships exist. @aeial involved in adoption devalues the
entire family of origin. This is an insult to thaild, to the parents of the child and to all other
family members. How could we expect people notaa@éeply hurt by such an experience?
Adoption creates a permanent legal separation wighfamily. When family members are
separated from each other in this way, they aretéoeach other. You cannot have adoption
without loss. Grief is not only the expected regmomo a loss, it is also a positive and
beneficial response, because grieving allows ugrécess our loss. Community education
programmes are vital, to highlight adoption lossd agrief issues and to increase
understanding and awareness of the need for adegmiated support services. We expect
those who have lost a family member to grieve kbsg and community support is generally
provided for that grief. Because of the lack of commity understanding of the grief which
follows adoption loss, however, there has beenrdortunate lack of community support for
adoption-related grief. The secrecy and denial liraa in adoption have contributed to the
difficulties in resolving adoption-related grief. lketime shadowed by sadness is actually
exactly what one would expect for someone whosehlifs been affected by adoption. For too
long, however, those seeking help have been mafieténadequate and have been labelled
as having made a "poor adjustment” to their situratin fact, they are the fortunate ones who
are approaching the issue with openness and hoaedtyre already on the path to healing
because of their awareness.

Although obviously each case is unique, some gémerclusions can be drawn from the
various studies which have been undertaken on theomes for mothers who have lost
children through adoption. Most of you are probatailiar with Dr Condon’s study of
mothers in South Australia and with Winkler and eppel's study of mothers Australia-
wide. They found that, in the majority of casestmeos reported that their anger and sense of
loss actually increased over time. | found thaiveteresting because it seemed to contradict
community expectations of the process of grief. Wive suffer other types of losses in our
lives, the sadness generally decreases as timebgoe&ghich is why people talk about time
being such a great healer.

It seems that the grief which results from adoptamss more often follows a pattern which is
the exact opposite of what one might expect inctime of other losses. | have reached certain
conclusions on the grief associated with adoptmss,| based on my own experience, the
experiences of the women | have encountered anfidbks on grief and grief counselling
which | have read. It became obvious to me thatctbramon models of grief counselling
would not work with mothers who had lost childrémough adoption. | concluded that the
grief resulting from the loss of a child throughoptlon was fundamentally different from
other types of grief.
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| explored grief associated with abortion, witHlistith and neo-natal death and with loss of
custody. Although there were some similaritiesseémed that adoption grief was unique. |
read a book called “Disenfranchised Grief” edited Kenneth Doka. His description of
disenfranchised grief was very interesting, but nexg in his book is there any mention of
the grief experienced by mothers who have losdohil through adoption. | decided to apply
Doka’s definition of disenfranchised grief and #ei¢ fitted with what | already knew about
adoption grief. Doka says that grief is disenfraseti when the grief is connected with a loss
which cannot be openly acknowledged, publicly medror socially supported. He also says
that in many cases of disenfranchised grief, thatiomship is not recognised, the loss is not
recognised or the griever is not recognised.

The loss of a child through adoption is usuallpsslwhich cannot be openly acknowledged,
which is why mothers often suffer in silence. Lagsia child through adoption is seldom
publicly mourned because everyone is so busy piatgnthat it has not happened and it
certainly is not socially supported. Traditionalbgmmunity support has been very much in
favour of adoption.

Doka says that people who have experienced anydiyfmss often feel anger, guilt, sadness,
depression, hopelessness and numbness and thases of disenfranchised grief, these
feelings can persist for a very long time. Dokatestathat mourners whose grief is
disenfranchised are by virtue of this cut off frosoecial supports and so have few
opportunities to express and resolve their gried #mt the result can be that they feel
alienated from their community. Doka also says that lack of recognition of their grief
often results in them holding on to it more tenaslg than they might otherwise have done.
All of that sounded very familiar to me.

Everything that | read about adoption loss frormtba was informed by my conviction that
the grief resulting from adoption loss was disemffdased. | read about the role of ritual in
assisting productive grieving and the purposesinéfal rites. These include; announcing the
death, recognising the place which the dead pehsbeh in society, assisting the bereaved
through the process of grief, delimiting the perimidmourning, allowing the grievers to
express their emotions publicly and allowing themhers of the community to gather to
support each other. Rituals provide the bereavédawery public opportunity to grieve.
There is no formal ritual surrounding an adopti@ssl There is usually no public
announcement by the mother of either the birthherltss of the child; far from it. In many
cases the intention was to keep that informatiomfas many people as possible. There is no
recognition of the place which the child held ircisty, because the child who was born
becomes a non-existent person after adoption. @re@ew birth certificate is issued, that
original child has no place in society becauseetpalenies that child’s existence. Generally,
no one assisted the mother through the processieff tylost mothers were not allowed to
express their emotions publicly. They had to hideirt feelings after the birth as they had
learned to hide them throughout their pregnandieshe case of adoption the community
usually does not gather round the person who &vgg; in fact they often avoid her. There is
no public outpouring of grief. There are usuallyptwtographs, no mementoes. For mothers
who lost children through adoption there were rioals to facilitate their grieving and to
provide limits to the period of mourning.

| read about intrapsychic disenfranchisement. ®b@irs when the mourner feels responsible
for the loss and it results in feelings of shamd guilt. Because of their sense of guilt and
responsibility, many mothers who lost children thgb adoption disenfranchised their own
grief. This resulted in them feeling that they waog as good as other mothers. They felt that
they were not entitled to grieve and so they suggme their grief. As a result they cut
themselves off from some possible sources of stippor

| read about the role of silence in grief supp@ssin many cases of adoption loss, the
pregnancy was hidden and so silence was inevit#blether cases, people knew about the
baby, but it seemed as if the whole of society wag of a conspiracy of silence, with
everyone pretending that it had not happened. atietthat adopted children were issued with
a second birth certificate which denied the existeaf their original mothers only added to
the communal denial of their experience. Mothertgrofioined this conspiracy of silence
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because they interpreted this community silencelisapproval. They did not feel that it
would be safe to express their grief. They feltdgtd; betrayed by a society which told them
to be unselfish and give their children away fogittown good and then made them feel
ashamed of it afterwards.

Mothers who have lost children through adoptionenmever given permission to grieve. It is
not surprising then that so many of them come ¢btfeat they have never quite regained their
equilibrium. | believe that all of this explains wimothers tend, in the main, to report that
their sadness and anger have increased with timlkngd into account everything that we
know about grief, that is to be expected. They Ha@n denied every opportunity to perform
grief work because their grief has been disenfresechby society.

What are the outcomes of this for mothers who Hase children through adoption? They
experience the same outcomes as other people \ghes$és disenfranchised and suppressed.
They become depressed, they have low self-estéewy develop emotional disturbances and
sometimes physical illnesses. Sometimes they vatkidrom society or succumb to substance
abuse. Sometimes they have difficulty forming Healtelationships. Their grieving often
becomes chronic. They usually have difficulty deglivith subsequent losses, because they
did not learn how to grieve productively in what foost of them was the first major loss in
their lives and so they simply do not know how to il This means that when they
experience other losses in their lives, they tendepeat the pattern of behaviour that they
learned at the time of the loss of their childred auppress their grief again.

While silence and secrecy are probably less sinifi for mothers of younger children who
were adopted in more recent times, for them thggrgtiassociated with having allowed their
children to be adopted is more of an issue tharstiggna associated with having become
pregnant while unmarried. Because they lost theilden in a social climate which is so
much more tolerant of single parenthood, they tenlde held largely responsible by society
for allowing the adoption to take place and so a#l as feeling guilty and socially alienated
for that reason, they also feel that they are miitled to grieve. Because others usually
consider them to be responsible for the separditan their child, they are not expected to
grieve and so their grief also is often not opeadiknowledged, publicly mourned or socially
supported. As with the mothers of older childrémit grief is invalidated if they are told that
they have done the right thing.

For adopted people, adoption has usually beenmezsas an event for which they should be
grateful and it is difficult for many people to ackvledge that losses are experienced by a
child who is adopted. Because the child may havenemory of the separation from his or
her family of origin, this does not necessarily méaat the child has not suffered as a result.
Many parents and children who have been separgtedidiption are still suffering because
they have endured a grievous loss in their liveelwvhas not been acknowledged. Often they
also feel guilty and inadequate because they hawesgolved their grief. The central issue in
dealing with disenfranchised grief is to validate foss. Family members who have been
separated by adoption need their loss to be validand their grief to be acknowledged.

Access to adoption information

There is no justification for preventing those whave been affected by an adoption from
receiving the relevant information regarding thi@imily members. An adoption is a legal
arrangement. It does not change the actual rekdtipa between people, only the legal rights
and responsibilities. If a couple marry and havehéd, for example and then divorce, the
legal arrangement of the marriage no longer exiats regardless of that, each party to the
marriage is still a parent to the child. Likewigéhen an adoption takes place, the legal rights
and responsibilities are transferred from one defparents to another but the actual
relationships between the parents and the childatare altered. Natural parents lost the right
to raise their children to adulthood; they did laste the right to know their children, to love
their children and to offer their children the less gift that absolutely no one else can offer
them - the gift of knowing the people who gave théen
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Not allowing those affected by adoption to obtaiformation which will assist them to heal
goes against my ethics and values as a social wdskeh legislation perpetuates the shame
and secrecy which have clung to adoption over #ss/and supports on-going denial of the
truth and suppression of emotions. As a social emrkrealise that such suppression and
denial cannot possibly be in anyone's best interesgislation which supports people to
avoid reality and prevents healing is, for me, ahy insupportable. It is my view that a
reunion is always beneficial to both mother andidghas it allows them to confront the reality
of their loss and is a very important step towaddressing their grief.

| find it very disappointing that in countries odis of Australia, | hear so little of any
achievements in gaining access to adoption infaomdbr natural parents. | find that very
difficult to understand. After all, the woman whothe mother of the child who is adopted
will always be that child's mother, regardless tfether or not she assumes the legal rights
and responsibilities of a parent and actually satbe child. Likewise the father of the child
will always be the father of the child, regardlegsvhether or not he is able or willing to
acknowledge that fact. Parental rights and respditigis end when a child becomes an adult.
Not allowing parents like me access to informataiout our adult, adopted children is
patronising and insulting. It implies that we a@ to be trusted with such information and
are not morally entitled to it. In no other aredifsf is such basic information withheld from
adults who are innocent of any crime. It is a puaitand outrageous state of affairs and
unnecessarily intrusive. We were considered toensible and responsible enough to sign an
adoption consent and relinquish all legal rightd aesponsibilities towards our children. At
that time, many of us were young and inexperiendéet decades later, when our children
have reached adulthood and we are more maturexgdienced, we deserve to be allowed
to make our own choices about our relationshiph witr adult children. Adopted adults and
their original parents should have the right to en@koices and decisions regarding their
relationships in exactly the same way that thesette population does.

I live in South Australia which has a populationadiout two million people. South Australia
is the only state in Australia which was establibg free settlers and not by convict labour.
South Australia was the first state in Australiggtant women the vote and, in 1988, the first
state in Australia to grant adopted adults andr thefural parents equal access to adoption
information. Adoption legislation in Australia isifiérent in each state, but the various
Adoption Acts are very similar. Every other stateapt one has followed South Australia's
lead in allowing equal access to adoption recosdsdopted adults and their natural parents.
As our current legislation has been in operatiow far thirteen years, | think we are safe in
saying that overall it has been a very positive emowhen these changes were being
considered, however, there was some scaremongamnohguggestions that mothers would be
deterred from consenting to adoption if they caubdl be assured lifelong confidentiality and
that instead of agreeing to adoption, they woubhdpdy abandon their babies. Of course, this
has not happened. Whatever other fears some pkaglevhen the legislation was changed
have also not been realised.

In South Australia, when adopted children reachatpe of 18 years, they are able to access
all documents pertaining to their adoption, inchglthe names and addresses of their original
parents at the time of the adoption and the naauettiey were originally given. At the same
time, natural parents are allowed to obtain alluioents pertaining to the adoption of their
children, including the new name given to theirldlifter the adoption and the names and
address of the adoptive parents when the adomimnplace. For most people, | believe, it is
self-evident that both adopted adults and theunaaparents are morally entitled to access to
their adoption information. The nature of curredbjtion legislation in South Australia
indicates that there is a general acceptance inatmmunity that it is an expected outcome of
an adoption that there may eventually be a reubegween the separated parties. Regardless
of whether or not legal access to information exisbwever, family members who have been
separated by adoption are frequently being reumiitdeach other.

Grief and reunion
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As a social work student, | studied various mod#lgyrief counselling. Worden's book,
“Grief Counselling and Grief Therapy” is a fairlgpresentative example. Worden says that
grieving is necessary in order to re-establishlgaitim. The necessary components of grief
work, according to Worden, are a series of taske. first is to accept the reality of the loss,
the second is to experience the pain of griefthird to adjust to the environment from which
the lost person is missing and the fourth to wildremotional energy and reinvest it in
another relationship. According to Worden, grietdmaes repressed or delayed when there
are no opportunities to perform these tasks. Itnis view that this is exactly what has
happened in adoption separations. The grief has bEmessed because there has been no
opportunity to perform the necessary grief workufen provides that opportunity. Reunion
is vitally important in assisting mothers and a@ojpadults to deal with their grief.

Mothers separated from their children by adoptianehbeen unable to perform Worden’s
first task, to accept the reality of their losscénese they have no concrete focus for their grief.
Many of them never saw their child, never held rthediild, never named their child; they
received no birth certificate to prove that théiild had really been born. In cases of stillbirth
and neo-natal death, bonding is now actively eragped, in order to facilitate the grieving
process. In many cases where a child was to betedlopowever, deliberate efforts were
made to prevent bonding. Even in cases where tlibambas had contact with the child, the
loss that she experiences is the loss of an unkramdrundefined future relationship with her
child. For a mother who has lost a child througbmitn, there is also no finality to her loss.
As far as she is aware, her child is still aliveerHoss is shrouded in uncertainty and
ignorance. There is a clear similarity between woneho have lost children through
adoption and relatives of those missing in actionrgd) wartime. In both cases the lack of
finality can cause disabling chronic grief reactioAlthough reunion is hopefully the start of
an on-going relationship, it also provides a patéctype of finality. Meeting the lost child
again is concrete evidence that the child doeg art puts an end to the fear and ignorance.
Mothers who have lost children through adoption ameble to perform Worden’s second
task, to experience the pain of grief, because tisexlly have no appropriate opportunities to
express their grief safely at the time that thes loscurs. In many cases the pregnancy and
birth took place in secret and was hidden from mpesiple. After the event, the mothers were
told to put it behind them and not to dwell onlihave yet to meet a mother who has lost a
child through adoption who was offered useful caliitgy after her child was adopted.
Mothers who lost children through adoption werealigunot permitted to grieve. Worden
says that when the pain of grief is avoided or segged then depression often follows.
Depression is common in mothers who have lost ehildhrough adoption and it sometimes
continues for many years. Some mothers, on the oitaed, have been able to pretend that
they were unaffected by their loss. However, apgaabsence of grief can actually be a sign
of acute grief, which has been repressed or delajedse mothers who are finally given
permission to grieve often are surprised at therdeptheir pain, even many years after their
loss. Reunion confronts mothers with the realitywdfat they have lost and allows them
therefore to experience the pain of their griefjolththey may have suppressed for many
years. It is a common misunderstanding that reuc&uses grief and unhappiness for natural
parents and for adopted adults. In fact, reuniamgsrthe existing grief to the surface to allow
it to be dealt with, which is healthier and moradfecial than continued suppression.

Mothers who have lost children through adoptionwarable to perform Worden’s third task,
to adjust to the environment from which the lostspe is missing, because society never
accorded their child a position in the mother'® ldnd the environment itself has changed
irrevocably. Many mothers had to leave their emplest when they became pregnant and
some moved to a new area. For many of them it Wwasehd of their relationship with the
child’s father. The pregnancy also caused an irggvie change in the relationship between
the mother and her parents and so the birth ofhild was often coupled with other stressful
life events. Having had a child made them feeledéht from their friends, whom they often
resented for being so carefree and hopeful forfuh&e. These mothers felt that they had
changed fundamentally and they could not go badkéoplace they had previously held in
society. Expecting a woman who has carried a dhilshine months, given birth and then had
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her motherhood denied, to carry on as if nothing happened is cruel and unrealistic.
Reunion allows mothers to create a new environmamte which includes their lost child.

It is impossible for mothers who have lost childterough adoption to perform Worden’s
fourth task, to withdraw emotional energy from tedationship and reinvest it in another
relationship because the relationship has not endlkd child still exists. Many women,
almost half of those who lose children through ddop are unable to have any further
children. They are unable to invest any emotioarinther similar relationship. In some cases
their physical body refuses to co-operate andherotases they feel a sense of loyalty to their
lost child which prevents them from producing whaty be seen by some as a replacement
child. Reunion allows them to invest emotional ggen becoming re-acquainted with their
lost child.

For adopted people, grieving often begins at e f reunion, if there has previously been
no recognition of the need to grieve. If there besn no preparation and this is unexpected, it
can be very confusing. Adopted people sometimdstiie¢ the reunion has made them sad
and feel a sense of disappointment. In fact, thwiom has allowed them to experience the
grief which they have suppressed since they weiginaily separated from their families.
Reunion allows this grief to surface and be feltisTis a positive experience as it is the end of
suppression and denial and should be acknowledut@arked through, not avoided.
Reunion frees up the emotional energy which pardmase secretly invested in the
relationship with their lost child and which adaptpeople have secretly invested in their
relationship with their missing parents and therefallows them to relate more honestly and
openly with other significant members of their faes and social circles.

Preparation for mothers considering reunion

I know that, for many mothers, informed, professiocounselling, provided in a safe
environment, in a non-judgmental manner, prefergiipr to reunion, can also be very
helpful. My aim in counselling mothers is to supphem to explore the experience of losing
their child, to understand it and acknowledge d tmvalidate their feelings about it. | believe
that for most women, their feelings of sadnessgiref are actually the expected outcome of
having experienced a loss, which has, for the muett, been unacknowledged or
misunderstood. My view is that they are entitledgteve. | believe that their grief will
always be with them and that it is up to them toage how to address that fact. If they try to
repress and deny their grief, | believe that itl fatce its way into their lives, in ways that
may be uncomfortable and distressing. If they dbtake an active part in addressing their
grief, | believe that there is also the danger thatill engulf them and prevent them from
enjoying a productive life. Both of these outcoraes undesirable, as they are disempowering
to the mother. In my work with mothers | encourdigem to acknowledge that their grief is
legitimate and will always be with them, but to ognise that it can be managed and
incorporated into their lives. The feeling of anged the sense of loss associated with this
grief will vary in intensity at different times ithe mother's life. | do not believe that it is
possible or useful to state that at a particulantpm a mother's life, her grief has been
resolved. The notion of grief resolution has difgr meanings for different people and, for
me, it is not a useful goal, as it implies that eopeople have succeeded, while others have
failed. In fact, | believe that it is much more gugtive for mothers to be supported to respect
their experience and acknowledge it as a permahahtpanageable, part of their life.

It is my view that many adoptions took place beeati® mother, her parents, or other
authority figures, believed that adoption wouldtbe most beneficial outcome. When | am
counselling women who have lost children througlopdidn, | begin by asking them to
describe to me the era and the families in whiahrtparents grew up and the situations
which led to their marriage. The reason for thigibeing is that the values and beliefs which
the mother has absorbed growing up usually have leeened from her parents, who, in turn,
have learned their values and beliefs from therepiz and from their life experiences. We
then explore the mother's childhood and her chidhexperiences. It is important that the
mother understand the meaning of those experigocdger and how she felt as a child. We
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explore issues such as communication, or lack,ahithe mother's family, her feelings of
self-worth, approval-seeking behaviour, religiousd ecultural influences, the relationship
between her parents, relationships with siblingmidgr issues, her sense of security and
safety as a child, family expectations and priesiti

We then proceed to the adolescent years and hoohtireges of puberty were approached in
the family, moral standards and expectations duthe era in which the mother was a
teenager, her role models and her first sexualreqpees, if they had not already taken place.
Again, the emphasis is on how the mother experiétitis period in her life and the impact
that it had on her sense of her own value. We egpldiether or not the mother feels that she
had a need for approval at this period in her lfbpse approval was important to her and
why this might have been.

Next we proceed to the relationship between thehetoand the person who became the
father of the child who was lost to adoption. Somethers were raped, some were taken
advantage of by older partners, some had becomda wha viewed at the time as
promiscuous, perhaps as a result of previous sehuade and some were involved in loving
relationships. We discuss to what extent the motheterstood the connection between
sexual relationships and pregnancy, the use ofraception and how awareness of the
pregnancy occurred. We discuss how news of thenprexy was disclosed and what the
immediate outcomes of that disclosure were.

While the mother describes the experience of bpnegnant and the events that surrounded
the actual pregnancy, issues of control and powereaplored and the disempowerment of
the mother is often highlighted. Motives and baliafe discussed as well as expectations and
priorities. It was often during this period thatps for the future were made. These plans
were often made by others and the mother's vieddemlings were not always considered.
Description of the birth itself can often be tratimdor the mother, especially for those who
have never been invited to describe it before. Mamthers are unable to describe the
experience of giving birth, however, either becatlisy were not conscious during the event
or because they have since lost the memory ofait. rRany mothers the outcome of the
trauma experienced at that time has been loss wiamye For some there are moments which
are clear and others which are completely loghéont

It is often difficult for mothers to recall eventghich occurred shortly after the birth of their
child. Most report a feeling of numbness and a esaisemotional distance from what was
happening. Some can recall nothing for some tinber dhe birth. It is useful, however, to
explore the on-going impact that the loss of thidddimas had on the mother's life. For many
mothers, secrecy has been a major factor in thes Isince the birth of their child and this
has had a noticeable impact on their relationshigis other people and on how they view
themselves. It is also helpful to examine the inpdche loss of the child on how they have
dealt with subsequent significant events, espgcialbses. Once a mother has a deeper
understanding of her past, plans can then be nadié future, based on the strengths and
strategies which she has already displayed.

At this point in the counselling the issue of reumis raised. If reunion has not yet occurred,
the mother can be supported to take steps towardsan. After completing this course of
counselling, mothers feel much more prepared ferishues which might arise after reunion.
Mothers who seek help after they have been reumiiddtheir lost child also benefit from
counselling and as a result of the deepening af tikelerstanding of the issues, are often able
to re-establish contact where this has broken domto improve the relationship with their
adult child.

The purpose of this counselling work is not to afipo blame, not to justify or make
excuses, nor is it to explore the events in terfiisightness" or "wrongness". Its purpose is to
assist the mother to make links and connectionsdeat her life events and the values, beliefs
and motives that give them meaning. For many methiés the first time that certain patterns
have become obvious and this often leads to empogveroments of clarity and acceptance
and to a reduction in feelings of guilt and sha@ensidering that many mothers have come
to me feeling guilty and ashamed about having becpragnant, about having allowed their
babies to be adopted and also about the facthbgtwere still suffering from their loss, this
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is a huge achievement. It is very satisfying toclvanothers grow in confidence and to see
their feelings of self-worth increase.

Ideally, adopted people will also have been ablprapare themselves for reunion. In some
cases, unfortunately, their adoption has been é@hoand denied and their losses

unacknowledged. In other cases, adoptive parentsandraware of the losses experienced by
their children and their need to grieve have beea position to help their children to prepare

for reunion and to support them through the proeesbassist in creating a permanent place
for the original family in the life of their child.

Reunion issues

When a person who has been separated from anatindy fmember by adoption decides to
seek out that family member, this is, in fact, akrmwledgement (albeit sometimes an
unconscious one) that there is a recognition afsa having been experienced. Not everyone
who is involved in a reunion has had appropriagparation, however and this can result in
stresses and strains in relationships. If the @i@elosses have been acknowledged and
addressed in the intervening period, this makes®perience of reunion less traumatic and
more satisfying for all concerned. The moment tratadoption takes place is the time for
preparation for reunion to begin. However, owingtlte grief experienced at the time of
adoption separation being disenfranchised, for tadbpeople as well as for natural parents,
their grief is often unacknowledged and therefeq@essed.

Although reunion between such family members camwvdrg therapeutic because it allows
those involved to confront the reality of theirdpgn many cases the damage wrought by the
adoption in the first place is so great, that thafected have difficulty relating to family
members with whom they have become re-acquaintedct, in some reunion situations, it is
easier for family members to build relationshipshvthose who have joined the family after
the adoption eg siblings or grandchildren. It isyvenportant to stress that the difficulties
which are sometimes faced after reunions are caogdte initial separation of parent and
child and not by their reunion. The impact of l@ssl grief will not be avoided by avoiding
reunion. Reunion is, however, a deeply emotionpkgence and can be expected to give rise
to a variety of strong reactions. On-going suppart be very useful for many people.

Each party to an adoption reunion brings to thaiaunot only his or her grief, but also his
or her personality, values and beliefs, expectafiontentions and life experiences. When you
consider all of these factors, it is not surprisihgt there are sometimes difficulties forming
relationships when family members are becomingcrgainted with each other after being
separated by adoption. We are all born with our personality. There are certain aspects of
it that we are probably unable to change. Firsalbfwe need to understand and accept
ourselves and then try to understand and accepottte party also. We have all absorbed
values and beliefs throughout our lives, althoulgsé may change as we mature. If we
expect our values to be respected then we mustdpaned to respect the values and beliefs
of the other party, although this will not alwaye basy. Preparation for reunion should
involve exploring our intentions. Those who plareanion in order simply to fulfil their own
needs perhaps should stop and consider the impatteoother parties involved. Reunion
often causes a resurgence of the feelings whichribiner experienced at the time of the
adoption of her child and this can be very disireg$or the mother, especially if she is not
prepared for this happening. Mothers often havicdity relating the adult child to the baby
which they lost. Adopted adults often have difftgulith the reality that they are meeting the
person who brought them into the world, as theyehay memory of this event to call upon.
Many mothers who have lost children through adaoptiave gone on to marry the father of
the child and the loss of the child has often @@dénsions in the relationship of the couple
over the years. In other cases, it is often atithe of reunion that the father of the child re-
enters the life of the mother and the child. Thi&s hthe potential to disrupt current
relationships and often the feelings experiencedhkytwo parties at the time of the child's
birth, sometimes affection, sometimes anger, retdigain, if this is unexpected, it can cause
a great deal of confusion.
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Our life experiences and the way we interpret tlagwh respond to them are what can create
depth and sensitivity in our characters. Naturakps need to remember that they are the
parents and therefore have had more opportuntidester understanding and empathy. In
my view, the most important factor in an adopti@union is acceptance. It must be
remembered that there is no obligation to be iclto€ommunication, time, affection - all of
these must be given freely and unconditionallygraher to have any value.

Current adoption policy in South Australia

One of the reasons that | am so confident that illesee an end to adoption is that we have
gone a long way towards that goal already in SoAistralia. In South Australia, the
recognition of the impact of past adoptions haslted in changes to current adoption policy,
which mean that there are no longer any adoptibmgder children, no adoptions by family
members (including step-parent adoptions) and mptémhs without consent. In fact, there
are very few adoptions at all in South Australiatlze present time. There are also no
orphanages and no abandoned babies. Over théildgtyears, numbers of adoptions have
dropped dramatically and in the last few yearsehwve been only three or four Australian-
born children adopted per year in South Austrdliambers of children adopted from other
countries into South Australia have also reduced are expected to decrease further in
future.

If a mother approaches the relevant governmentrtfepat in South Australia and states that
she is expecting a child and has concerns thatnglyenot be in a position to raise that child,
she will be asked what it is that would preventfnem providing a home for her child. If her
need is housing, then housing will be sought. If feed is financial support, then financial
support will be sought. If her need is parentinigjsskhen the teaching of parenting skills will
be offered. If there is a problem which is likety geparate a mother and her child, it is that
problem that needs to be tackled. The child isthetproblem. It is the social situation into
which the child is arriving which may pose probleianother and child constitute a family.
If adoption is even being considered then it mehasthere is a family in difficulties.

In the rare circumstance where the mother decm@sdceed with an adoption, the selection
of prospective adoptive parents does not begin afiér the baby has been born, after the
consent to adoption has been signed and afteetloeation period has expired. Only then is
an approach made to prospective adopters. This iseec¢ognition of the fact that it is
considered unprofessional and unethical to expeabther to make a decision regarding the
future of her child during the pregnancy and atsensure that the mother's vulnerability is
not exploited at any time.

In South Australia there are no private adoptidhere is no money changing hands during
adoptions and there are no meetings between expatisthers and prospective adopters
during the pregnancy. | believe that most peopléSauth Australia find these practices
unacceptable. In fact, any person who tried tongeeaa private adoption, who offered to pay
money with regard to an adoption arrangement or agproached an expectant mother with a
view to discussing the possibility of adopting keaild would, | am sure, as a result of those
actions be deemed not a suitable person to bedmesi as a prospective adopter.

In South Australia, if a child has to be removeahira family for reasons of safety, this never
results in an adoption. Other arrangements are rnf@dsuch children which provide the
necessary protection but do not dissolve their lfanglationships. This means that we have
no children who are "waiting to be adopted". Whileildren no doubt suffer by being
separated from their families, without adoptionytide not have the added trauma of loss of
identity and denial of reality. Our energies areedied towards providing support and
assistance in problem areas. We understand nowvtigtever the problem, adoption is not
the solution. If there are difficulties in a familgdoption will add to those difficulties, not
resolve them.

| believe that social workers have a moral dutytoatupport the denial which is inherent in
adoption and to take steps to ensure that th&ntslirecognise the reality of their situations.
In my view it is not appropriate for a social warke support a mother in believing that she
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can relinquish her parental responsibilities antll tiven be "free" of them. In fact, nothing
could be further from the truth and such pretesazertainly not in the mother's best interests.
Unfortunately, in many countries, parents who fitnmselves in a variety of difficult
circumstances are still being punished by havimiy tthildren taken from them and adopted
by others. What are their crimes? Their crimes @eerty, youth, inexperience, lack of
parenting skills and lack of social support. Wisathieir sentence? Their sentence is a lifetime
of loss and grief after their children are takesmnirthem. Sadly, adoption is still being used as
a permanent solution to what are, for the most, garporary situations. After all, most
parents are young, inexperienced and poor when hlgg their first children. Generally,
however, only the unmarried ones are invited tosm®r adoption as a solution to these
"problems".

Adoption can also be seen as a punishment to the. ¢kdoption is a terrible insult to
children who must leave their families of birth. ®lwe are saying to these children is that
who they are is not important. Their heritage, rtmeality, their identity, their history, their
life's experiences up to that point - none of thibdegs matters and to prove that they do not
matter they will be blotted out completely as ibsle children never existed before that time.
It must be very confusing and distressing for ddcta try to understand the denial involved
in adoption. How could we expect an abused or wégdiechild not to be further damaged by
being treated in such a way? If children are hapngblems, adoption will add to those
problems, not solve them.

In one sense, every adoption is a tragedy, asahmthat a child has been separated from his
or her parents and family. However, because adogtas for so long been presented as a
positive event, this has added to the confusiongarit which have made productive grieving
so difficult, for natural parents as well as foopted people. Because of this, there are many
still living with ignorance, denial and unresolvgidef.

The pain of adoption grief has been caused by e¢gislation which allowed adoptions to
happen. Legislators, therefore, have a resporigitidi provide services to assist people to
work towards resolving that pain. There is a comityuresponsibility to fund co-ordinated,
comprehensive, appropriate post-adoption servibesause they are required now only
because of the uninformed policies of the pastclvhbreated the suffering in the first place.

The future

As for the future, everything that | have learnbdwt adoption has led me to believe that it is
not an appropriate response to a family in diffiegl 1 therefore look forward to a future
without adoption.

What | am proposing is not "adoption reform" noitia "new approach" to adoption. | should
like to make it clear that what | am saying is tlwt | want to see a change in the way
adoptions are currently arranged. | am emphaticalysaying that we must find a BETTER
WAY to conduct adoptions. What | am saying veryadkg is that we must find a way to care
for children who are unable to remain with theimflies of origin that is BETTER THAN
adoption. What is wrong is not the way that adopti@are managed. There is something
wrong with adoption itself. Those opposed to cagtanishment, for example, would not be
concerned with the competing merits of hangingu®itte electric chair. Similarly, | am not
concerned with how adoption is managed or whethier'open" or "closed". | wish to see an
end to adoption in any form.

| believe that the end of adoption will come andt tih will come as a result of the following
process. First of all, there is a need to increasareness among those whose lives have
already been affected by adoption of the fact #uliption is based on loss, that grief is the
expected outcome of such a loss and that this gilehave a long term impact on people's
lives. Then there is a need to spread that awasehesughout the community in general,
which includes professionals in the health and avelfsectors. From there, this knowledge
then needs to extend to the politicians who have itheir power to make the necessary
legislative changes. When politicians begin to usi@ad the impact of adoption, they will do
three things. They will change existing legislatimnallow unrestricted access to adoption
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information. They will see that they have a resjlulity to provide appropriate support
services to those whose lives have already beectatf by adoption. Finally they will also
realise that adoption can no longer be toleratektlaait more humane and ethically acceptable
arrangements need to be made for children whatfiechselves in genuine need of alternative
care. In short, society will stop punishing pedpletheir misfortunes.

Eventually all of the energy, talents and finanited are currently being expended to arrange
adoptions will be harnessed and used instead ttecqgrogrammes which support family
preservation and to provide appropriate supporthttse whose lives have already been
affected by adoption.

Many people simply accept adoption as part of thdepn of our culture, as if it were
inevitable, but adoption is, in fact, a social domstion, shaped by historical and geographical
factors. Adoption has not always existed and itsdoet exist everywhere. Adoptions occur
mostly in affluent, Western societies and as a spdead practice, adoption is a fairly recent
historical phenomenon. Attitudes and values in \estsociety are changing rapidly,
however. In just over a hundred years we have geefight to end slavery and the struggle
towards universal suffrage. More recently, in th@60ds and 1970s, we saw successful
demands for equal pay for equal work and the ounigwf discrimination on the grounds of
gender, race, sexuality or disability. The reasbiese changes have come about is because,
first of all, someone drew attention to the sitofithen it was examined and found to be
unacceptable and finally legislative change folldwebelieve that this is what is happening
with adoption. | should like to make it clear, hawg that | am not criticising those who have
been involved in adoptions. After all, | was invetlyin an adoption. | am evaluating the
practice of adoption itself, not the individualsncerned. This is not about blame or
responsibility for adoptions which have alreadyetaklace, but about whether or not we wish
adoption to occupy an on-going place in our sosialcture. The grief caused by adoption
loss is not inevitable because adoption is notiiabie.

| see the end of adoption as a part of the napucgression of increasing social awareness.

| am drawing attention to the fact that adoptionnsecessary and damaging, we are already
devising better methods of offering support to di@h who are unable to live within their
families of origin and | believe that South Australs now on the verge of abolishing
adoption. Legislative change comes about as atresghanges in society's values. History
shows that politicians do eventually respond tagaots opinion.

Conclusion

Adoption has caused a great deal of pain in thé goas the losses associated with adoption
have led to much grief. We can work to find waysrtanage that grief but | believe that we
must also learn from the past and plan for a futdneh does not include further adoption-
related losses. It is time for us to show that wue family relationships and that we are
committed to recognising and preserving them, adstef destroying them. In my opinion,
South Australia is heading in the right directienfar as adoption policy is concerned and |
believe that in the near future, there will be ad & adoptions in South Australia. | sincerely
hope that the rest of Australia and ultimatelyris of the world will follow our example.

© Evelyn Robinson, MA, Dip Ed, BSW
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