My journey of healing and understanding
I ntroduction

My son, Stephen, was born and adopted in my hordedé®cotland in 1970. | emigrated to
Australia in 1982. It was not until 1986, howevirat | took steps to begin to address the
impact of the separation from my son. There wagrg ypractical reason for my actions in
1986. Under Scottish law (which is very differenbrh English law in significant areas,
including adoption) adults who were adopted asdeérl have always been entitled to have
access to their original birth certificates wheeythreached adulthood, ever since the first
Adoption Act was passed in 1930. | had been adwdeeh Stephen was born that he would
be able to access his original birth certificat¢hat age of seventeen, in 1987. As | was very
much hoping that he would, indeed, take this dtéggan to enquire in 1986 with regard to
whether or not it would be possible for me to afteto connect with him at that time also. |
therefore contacted some post-adoption servicegbanJnited Kingdom over the next few
years, but was unable to make any progress irdif@stion. Admitting to strangers that | had
had an experience of parenthood, which had resuitesh adoption, however, was the first
step in my healing journey.

The second step was revealing the existence ofomyasmy other four children and to
friends and family members who had been unawarmaypregnancy, as well as reminding
those who were aware. Giving myself permissioncknawledge the existence of my son in
my family and community was actually more of a lgapn a step on my path to self-
knowledge and self-acceptance.

In 1989 | discovered that post-adoption serviceisted in my home state of South
Australia and | made contact with ARMS, which afatthtime was the Australian
Relinquishing Mothers Society. | attended suppoougs at ARMS and, for the first time,
was able to discuss my adoption separation experiesth other mothers who had also lost
children to adoption. This was another great leapdrd. However, the most significant part
of my journey was still to come. | learned that ARMmployed the services of a professional
social worker who provided individual counsellingr fmothers who had lost children to
adoption. | undertook a course of counselling adient of ARMS in 1990. As well as
assisting me to accommodate my grief at the sapardtom my son into my life, the
counselling also helped me to prepare for our munwhich took place in Australia, in
September, 1991.

Personal outcomes

My experience of counselling from a client’s perdpe was that it was very effective and
worthwhile. In counselling, | learned that whatngportant is not how others have behaved
towards me, but how | have responded to their behavl learned that every experience is
an opportunity for learning and that the ways irnchl have responded to the challenges in
my life have made me the person that | am toddgained in counselling that, although |
could not change the events of the past, | coutthgl how | felt about those events and that
| could empower myself with knowledge and undemditagn. | learned that my suffering was
an opportunity for personal growth. | was able && sny first experience of pregnancy,
childbirth and separation from my child as a chafirevents and to view those events from
my current position of maturity, free from my yoftthsense of guilt.



When | was much younger, | felt disempowered - nmwho treated me callously
instead of respectfully, by friends, who were judgmal and by authority figures, who
claimed to know better than | did what was bestrfa. | learned how to reframe those
experiences and to understand why those people/béétibe way that they did. | discovered
that | had not only the power but also the resgmlitsi to manage my grief, whether or not it
was acknowledged or understood by those aroundmuaunselling, | learned that adopting
the role of victim and focussing on blaming othersiot productive and does not promote
healing. | was then able to focus on what woulchblpful to me and to take responsibility
for managing my grief and its impact.

| learned how to understand my experience in itsab@ontext and to put myself in the
place of the people who were around me at the tine influenced the outcome of my
pregnancy. | discovered that | had not been ablgrigve the loss of my son and that my
suppressed grief had affected the way in whichdl imanaged other loss situations. Through
counselling, | found a way to free myself from muafhthe guilt and self-blame that | had
carried throughout my life and to incorporate mypattbn loss into my life. | believe that this
knowledge and understanding constituted a veryalddupreparation for the reunion with my
son.

Post-adoption grief counselling

So impressed was | with the benefits of my couimselt ARMS that | subsequently returned
to study and completed a post-graduate degreecialsgork. My social work studies helped
me to understand why | had carried my grief, buaed unacknowledged, for so long after
the separation from my son. | also learned aboet whlue of productive grieving. |
discovered the concepts of disenfranchised grief r@agrief therapy and understood why
counselling had been so effective for me.

| then worked as a post-adoption counsellor foe fyears and developed my own
programme of post-adoption grief counselling. Opegafrom a psycho-social approach,
within a narrative framework, | was able to use #tourse of counselling to facilitate healing
for many clients. Post-adoption grief counsellingswdesigned principally for working with
mothers who had lost children to adoption, butlsamdapted to suit the needs of others who
have experienced adoption separation.

It is my view that all of those who have been sefmt from a family member by
adoption will experience a loss as a result of segtaration. We know from those who have
explored loss events, that grieving is not onlyatural response to loss, but also a positive
and valuable process to assist in accepting anohaoodating a loss. | believe that the loss
associated with adoption separation has been wiffto grieve because of the nature of
adoption itself and the perceptions which haveiticathlly surrounded it.

Adoption complicates the losses experienced, becalthe influence of guilt, shame,
secrecy and gratitude. Grieving adoption loss lesnhliscouraged by those who proposed
that the best way to manage an adoption sepanatisno pretend that it had not happened.
Replacement birth certificates for adopted childcan imply that no adoption occurred and
many parents who lost children to adoption followee direction which they were given to
move on with their lives as if their child had nebeen born.



Post-adoption grief counselling allows clients wive the experience of adoption
separation and the events which led up to it andadknowledge and understand the
associated losses. It utilises a narrative-baselthborative approach to counselling. The
narrative approach stresses that there is a valtieeitelling of the story itself. However, the
value judgements which existed at the time of thapéon experience are challenged by the
counsellor, so that the story can be retold fronew perspective. When used by a competent
and empathetic counsellor, this approach can empolemts and increase their feelings of
self-worth. Post-adoption grief counselling aims d@ducate clients and assist them to
integrate their adoption loss experience into the&s. During the counselling, the enormity
and complexity of the loss associated with adopsigparation is acknowledged and the value
of productive grieving is explained. Exploring andderstanding the adoption separation
experience in its social context is a vital parthef healing process.

In post-adoption grief counselling, a mother wha baen separated from a child by
adoption can be guided through what she knows offdmaily history and the values and
beliefs which influenced the lives and actions ef parents and grandparents and which
coloured her own childhood. This leads to a disomsf her romantic and sexual
relationships and the circumstances which led to gregnancy. When these issues are
explored without judgment and can be understoothéncontext of the values surrounding
the mother at the time, clarity and acceptancebmachieved. While the mother describes
the experience of being pregnant and the eventstieounded the actual pregnancy, issues
of control and power are explored and the disempmest of the mother is often
highlighted. Motives, expectations and priorities discussed. It was often during this period
that plans for the future were made. These plans witen made by others and the mother's
views and feelings were not always considered. ddwnsellor can assist the mother to
understand how people’s belief systems led to naaoption separations taking place.

Mothers can be supported to explore their expeeeraf childbirth and the feelings
which may have overwhelmed them at the time. Tleisod in the counselling is for many
mothers the most powerful as, for some, it is th& fime they have been able to describe
this important part of their lives in a safe, nodgmental environment. Often they have not
previously realised the extent of the on-going iotpa the separation from their child. For
many mothers, the loss of their child was the finsijor loss in their lives and because of the
complex nature of that loss, many have developéaaithy grieving patterns. Exploring the
history of their losses and how they have resporideétlem, as well as the major decisions
they have made in their lives and the impact of ldss of their child on their decision-
making can be very revealing.

An adoption loss, such as separation from a cle#ah, have a lasting impact on the
ability of the mother to form meaningful relatioish An exploration of the outcome of the
suppressed grief resulting from the adoption Issweall as the on-going impact of guilt and
shame can shed light on any difficulties the motimay have had, in relationships with
partners or subsequent children. The experiendeawhg lost a child to adoption can also
affect the relationship between the mother andphegnts, whether or not they were aware of
the birth of the child. Some mothers experiencerss of betrayal, either by the father of
their child or by their parents, which causes thenhave difficulty trusting others and this
can lead to a sense of isolation. Mothers who Hase children to adoption often report
feeling ‘different’ from mothers who have raisedildren and find it difficult to mix
comfortably with them, especially if they are camg/the secret of their adoption experience.



In many cases, the separation related to the amopis had a very negative effect on
the mother’s feelings of self-worth. This may blated to the secrecy and deceit which often
accompany adoption. The counsellor can support thento understand the background to
those feelings and to develop a healthier and meakstic sense of her own value. Once a
mother has a deeper understanding of her pasts pkmthen be made for the future, based
on the strengths and strategies which she hagdgldisplayed in her life.

Post-adoption grief counselling aims to allow theowessed grief to come to the
surface and be experienced in a purposeful mamrmech is accepted and understood by the
mother. Appropriate counselling also assists theheroto make links and connections
between her life events and the values, beliefsmatives which give them meaning. This
often leads to empowering moments of clarity anceptance and to a reduction in feelings
of guilt and shame. Post-adoption grief counseli;dpased on the premise that the grief
associated with adoption separation is disenfraechand so it is difficult for those affected
to grieve productively and adequately at the tirheeparation. Appropriate counselling can
allow participants to grieve their adoption lossairsafe, supportive environment and move
forward with more confidence and understanding.

The counselling concludes with some discussion atemnion, whether or not this has
already occurred. It is my view that the desireriunion is a desire to move forward with
the grieving process. This understanding clarifreeny of the emotions which arise at the
time of reunion and so an informed counsellor calp klients to prepare for the grief which
can come to the surface when they are reunited lagthfamily members. When grieving is
managed well, it can be productive and healthy. élew it can be alarming if it is
unexpected and misunderstood.

Counselling can make it clear that reunion does mextessarily mean the end of
grieving. The grief associated with adoption las$egitimate and will always be present to
some degree in the lives of those affected. A cellorswho is aware of adoption loss issues
and the long term outcomes of adoption separatam assist clients to understand that
adoption grief can be managed and incorporatediiaio lives.

Conclusion

My personal experience and my professional workehHaacome intertwined and | carry the
lessons that | have learned from them with me fijinout my interactions with others. They
have also had an enormous impact on how | manatyeterpret the day-to-day stresses and
challenges of life. Because | have chosen not telldan the injustice of my adoption
separation experience, but rather to use it apportunity for learning and personal growth,
| am now better able to accept what | cannot chamgkfocus my energies on opportunities
for contributing to my own well-being and that dhers.

| have derived great personal and professionadfaation from more than twenty years
of assisting those who have experienced adoptiparagon. | believe that my adoption
experience has helped to make me compassionatenaedstanding towards those who have
experienced disempowerment and | continue to devetensiderable amount of my time and
energy to speaking, writing and counselling, inevrid share what | have learned with others.
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