Why Birth Parent Support Matters in Adoption-
Informed Therapy

When people talk about adoption, they often focus on the child or the adoptive family. Birth
parents, especially birth mothers and birth fathers, can become an afterthought in a process
that forever shapes their lives. | have seen this dynamic play out in therapy sessions and
support groups. The emotional weight of relinquishment does not fade with time. It can
resurface in unexpected ways, from depression to anxiety to a persistent sense of loss that
feels impossible to name. That is why birth parent support is not a luxury; it is a necessity for
anyone working through the adoption experience.

In my years of clinical practice, | have worked with birth parents who carried their story for
decades before they ever spoke it aloud. One woman in her fifties told me she had never told
her own children about the baby she placed for adoption when she was seventeen. She carried
that secret into every relationship. Another man, a birth father, spent years wondering if he had
any rights at all. He felt invisible. These stories are common. They point to a deeper truth: the
adoption triad - birth parents, adoptees, and adoptive families - can only heal when every
member is seen and heard.

Birth parent grief is real and often misunderstood. It does not follow a neat timeline. It can hit
during a child's birthday, during Mother's Day, or on a random Tuesday. Some birth parents
describe it as a chronic ache that never fully goes away. Others feel guilt, shame, or confusion
about whether they are allowed to grieve a decision they made voluntarily. Open adoption can
help ease some of that pain by allowing ongoing contact, but it also introduces its own
complexities. A birth mother might watch her child grow up through photos and visits, but still
feel like an outsider in her own story. That tension is hard to hold. It requires skilled, adoption-
competent therapy that understands the layers of adoption trauma.

Many people assume that once the adoption is finalized, the birth parent's role ends. In reality,

the need for birth parent support continues well beyond that point. Post-adoption services are
critical for helping birth parents navigate their ongoing emotional landscape. These services
can include individual counseling, birth mother support groups, and advocacy through a birth
parent advocate. They can also include practical help like access to adoption records or
guidance during search and reunion. When a birth parent decides to seek contact with the child
they placed years ago, the emotional stakes are high. They need a professional who
understands the complexities of attachment theory and the potential for post-adoption
depression on both sides.
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One of the most effective forms of birth parent support | have seen is the birth mother support
group. In these groups, women share their experiences of relinquishment, open adoption, and
the daily realities of living as a birth mother. They talk about how to explain their story to a new
partner, how to handle intrusive questions, and how to set boundaries with family members
who do not understand. These groups are not just for venting. They are a space where women
can find solidarity and practical coping strategies. | have watched women walk into a group
session looking defeated and leave with a sense of purpose. That is the power of peer
connection combined with professional guidance.

Birth fathers are often left out of the conversation entirely. Birth father rights have gained more
recognition in recent years, but many men still feel like outsiders in the adoption process. They
may not have a clear role in post-adoption services or in the child's life. They may struggle with
grief that they cannot articulate. A truly inclusive approach to birth parent support must
account for fathers, too. It means asking them how they are doing, not just about the
paperwork. It means offering birth parent counseling that addresses their unique emotional
needs, from guilt to anger to a sense of powerlessness.

Attachment theory provides a useful lens for understanding what birth parents experience.
When a parent relinquishes a child, the attachment bond is severed. Even if the child goes to a
loving home, the birth parent can experience a kind of disorganized grief. They may feel
attached to a child they no longer parent. This is not a sign of weakness. It is a normal human
response to loss. Therapeutic parenting - a concept more often applied to adoptive parents -
can also be relevant for birth parents who go on to raise other children. They may need help



understanding how their past loss affects their current parenting style. They may need
reassurance that loving the child they raised does not mean they loved the child they placed
any less.

For some birth parents, kinship care offers an alternative to traditional adoption. A relative
steps in to raise the child, which can preserve family ties and reduce the sense of total loss.
But kinship care comes with its own challenges. The birth parent may still live nearby, visit
often, and struggle with blurred roles. They are not a parent, but they are not a stranger either.
That ambiguity can be painful. Adoption subsidies and other financial supports can help ease
the practical burden, but emotional support remains essential. The National Council for
Adoption has long advocated for better services for all members of the adoption triad,
including birth parents. Their research and resources have helped shape best practices in the
field.

Adoption trauma is a term that gets used a lot, but it is important to be specific. For birth
parents, the trauma can stem from the act of relinquishment itself, from the circumstances
that led to the decision, or from the way they were treated by agencies and family members.
Some birth parents were pressured, shamed, or given incomplete information. Others made a
thoughtful choice and still carry the weight of it. Either way, the trauma is real. Adoption-
competent therapy acknowledges that trauma without minimizing the birth parent's agency. It
helps them separate what they could control from what they could not. It also helps them build
a coherent narrative of their experience, which is a key step in healing.

Search and reunion can be one of the most emotionally intense chapters in a birth parent's life.
When a child they placed reaches out - often as an adult - the birth parent must decide how to
respond. They may feel joy, fear, guilt, or all three at once. They may worry about how the
adoptive family will react. They may wonder if they have the right to form a relationship now.
An adoption support network, whether through a therapist, a support group, or a national
organization, can help them navigate these questions. The goal is not to prescribe a specific
outcome. It is to give the birth parent a safe space to explore their feelings and make decisions
that align with their values.



| have also seen how adoption records can become a source of both hope and frustration.
Many birth parents want access to information about the child they placed: how they are doing,
where they live, whether they are happy. Closed records can feel like a wall they cannot climb.
Open records can bring relief but also raise new questions. Birth parent support that includes
help with navigating adoption records and understanding legal rights can make a significant
difference. It turns an abstract process into something manageable.

Ultimately, birth parent support is about recognizing that the adoption story does not end at the
courthouse. It continues for a lifetime. A birth mother who placed her child thirty years ago still
carries that experience. A birth father who never met his child still wonders. By offering
thoughtful, adoption-informed therapy, post-adoption services, and community-based support
groups, we can help birth parents move from silence to voice, from isolation to connection. The
healing is not always linear. But it is possible. And it starts with seeing the full picture of the
adoption triad, not just the parts that are easiest to look at.



